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            ABOUT A FAMILY OF HIS OWN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens returns to the quintessential question of what family means to a Cynster in this tale of the last unmarried member of the Cynster Next Generation and the final mission that opens his eyes.

      

      

      Toby Cynster is not amused when informed that his new mission is to be his last in the shadowy service of Drake, Marquess of Winchelsea. Courtesy of Toby being the last unmarried Cynster of his generation and the consequent martial obsession of his female relatives, he will be given no more excuses to avoid society and, instead, expected to devote himself to finding a suitable bride. But Toby sees no point in marrying—thanks to his siblings, he has plenty of nephews and nieces with whom to play favorite uncle, and he has no thoughts of establishing a family of his own.

      But then the mission takes an unexpected turn, leaving Toby to escort the irritatingly fascinating Diana Locke plus the three young children of a dying Englishman from Vienna to England.

      Diana is no more enthused about their journey than Toby, but needs must, and forever practical, she bows to events and makes the best of things for her godchildren’s sakes. She’s determined to see them to safety in England and does her best to ignore her nonsensical and annoying awareness of Toby.

      But then their journey becomes a flight from deadly pursuit, and their most effective disguise is to pass themselves off as a family—the sort of family Toby had been certain he would never want. Through a succession of fraught adventures, Toby, Diana, and the children lean on each other and grow and mature while furthering their ultimate aim of reaching England safely, and along the way, Toby and Diana both learn what having a family actually means to them, individually and together, and each discovers the until-then-missing foundation stone of their future lives.

      
        
        A classic historical adventure romance that sprawls across Europe to end in the leafy depths of the English countryside. A Cynster Next Generation novel. A full-length historical romance of 108,000 words.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Praise for the works of Stephanie Laurens

      

      

      
        
        “Stephanie Laurens’ heroines are marvelous tributes to Georgette Heyer: feisty and strong.” Cathy Kelly

      

      

      
        
        “Stephanie Laurens never fails to entertain and charm her readers with vibrant plots, snappy dialogue, and unforgettable characters.” Historical Romance Reviews

      

      

      
        
        “Stephanie Laurens plays into readers’ fantasies like a master and claims their hearts time and again.” Romantic Times Magazine

      

      

      

      
        
        Praise for A Family Of His Own

      

        

      
        "Romance readers who can't get enough nineteenth-century European ambience should enjoy this story of people falling in love and forming a nonbiological family while on the run across the continent." Virge B., Proofreader, Red Adept Editing

         

        "Bachelor Toby Cynster is assigned his final mission on behalf of the British empire and is forced to consider his future. Tasked with locating a doctor and his daughter in Vienna and escorting them back to England, he doesn't count on also having to escort three young children through sometimes dangerous waters. Challenged then enchanted by the doctor's strong-willed daughter, Diana, Toby begins his most adventurous journey yet. Regency fans will adore this heartwarming tale." Angela M., Copy Editor, Red Adept Editing

         

        "In Victorian Vienna, British spy Toby Cynster is charged with getting valuable people and papers back to England before the Prussians get their hands on them. To throw pursuers off his scent, he enlists the capable—and distractingly beautiful—Diana Locke and a friend's children to travel incognito as a family. Toby finds his priorities shifting as the cozy ruse awakens all-too-real longings he didn't realize he'd harbored. But he'll never get a chance to explore them if he doesn't get everyone safely home before their enemies catch up to them." Kim H., Proofreader, Red Adept Editing
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          AUGUST 11, 1863. ON BOARD A TRAIN PASSING INTO FRANCE FROM LUXEMBOURG

        

      

    

    
      Hurry up. Hurry up. Hurry up.

      The repetitive rattle of the train’s wheels played, mantra-like, in Toby Cynster’s mind.

      Previously, the goading spur had complemented his innate inclination to rush ahead, his eagerness for adventure, yet today, as he sat by the window with his gaze fixed on the fleeting scenery, he didn’t appreciate the constant reminder of time whisking past.

      He’d been informed that this was to be his last mission for Drake Varisey, Marquess of Winchelsea, the nobleman who managed a slew of British agents deployed in pursuit of the empire’s interests around the globe. Drake also happened to be Toby’s cousin-in-law—second cousin-in-law to be precise—and therein lay the rub. Much to Toby’s disgust, mounting pressure from the ladies of their combined families, all of whom were hell-bent on seeing Toby suitably wed, had forced Drake’s hand.

      As a gentleman of impeccable breeding, a junior scion of a minor branch of a ducal house and blessed with every advantage that came with such standing—the right schools, the right connections, and the entree into any social or recreational circle—as well as being independently wealthy and free of dependent ties, Toby was tailor-made to be a covert agent for the state, something Drake had recognized many years ago. Toby’s loyalty was beyond question, and his abilities had only grown in response to the challenges he had encountered over the years.

      Toby knew Drake valued him, that he was, in fact, Drake’s most-experienced and most-trusted agent. That only testified to the degree of pressure that had been brought to bear to make Drake bow to it and declare Toby’s career as a covert agent at an end.

      I’m only thirty-eight!

      Toby suppressed a jaundiced grimace. In reaching thirty-eight years of age unwed, he’d avoided the parson’s mousetrap for longer than any of his familial peers. All of them—male and female—were now married and busy establishing families of their own. But he had never seen such a future in his cards and still didn’t. He’d always been content alone, dependent on no one; he didn’t need anyone but himself in his personal life.

      With his three siblings plus all his cousins wed, his parents and their generation had more than enough grandchildren to keep them amused; they didn’t need him to add to the tally. As for his sisters’ insistence that he needed children of his own, he had theirs to play uncle to, and he rather fancied being the sole unmarried gentleman of the Cynster clan.

      Surely, every large family should have one bachelor uncle per generation, and with his compulsion to pursue adventure and his liking for the thrill of the chase—a constant throughout his life—he couldn’t see himself “settling down;” he’d be bored within a month and itching to be off somewhere, doing something exciting.

      Action and adventure had been the essence of his life for so long, the craving for them was steeped in his blood.

      In that respect, this final mission wasn’t likely to bring him much joy. Collect a doctor and his daughter along with a packet of critical dispatches the Germans had misplaced and babysit the lot back to London; the prospects for excitement seemed slight.

      Toby stirred. He rearranged his long legs, uncrossing and recrossing them, and glanced at the only other occupant of the first-class compartment.

      Seated diagonally opposite at the corridor end of the well-padded bench seat, a grizzled gentleman wrapped in a thick overcoat with an Astrakhan collar was perusing a newspaper and frowning.

      Businessman, possibly Bavarian, traveling to a meeting, most likely in Lyon.

      That was Toby’s experienced assessment, and he would wager he was right.

      He returned his gaze to the scenery outside. He, too, appeared to be a businessman. He’d adopted the look—expensive coat, elegant suit, gloves, hat, and cane—as soon as he’d reached Antwerp. Drake had arranged passage from Ipswich to Bruges, one of the less frequented cross-Channel routes. Toby had intended to quietly make his way to Vienna via Cologne, Frankfurt, and Nuremberg—a more or less direct route—but his contact in Antwerp had strenuously advised against it. Apparently, the Germans were seriously exercised over the loss of their dispatches and were keeping a heightened watch for any known foreign adversaries entering their lands.

      Toby was definitely “known” to the Germans. Consequently, he’d opted to travel by Liege and Luxembourg and was currently on his way to Strasbourg and thence to Basel and Zurich. From there, he would travel via Innsbruck and approach Vienna by the less obvious route.

      He tipped his head back against the leather-covered squab. The longer he remained unnoticed by the Germans, and the Austrians, too, the better for all concerned.
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        * * *

      

      August 12, 1863

      Vienna, Austria

      

      Diana Locke sat beside her father as he lay on his back on the bed in his surgery, and she gently held his hand and waited for the now-rapidly approaching and utterly inevitable end.

      While one part of her—the lonely little girl who had been the apple of her father’s eye for all of her life—roiled with emotion, inwardly railing and ranting against the nearing separation, the experienced nurse who over the years had sat beside more deathbeds than she cared to count catalogued the minute-by-minute changes with an almost-detached air.

      Her father was sinking, his breathing growing shallower and shallower, his color—what little remained—leaching with each slowing heartbeat. The end would come soon.

      In that moment, as her eyes traced the craggy, beloved face, she was supremely conscious of being both the little girl fearful of losing the single solid anchor in her life and the trained nurse, watching to see if there was anything she might yet do to ease her patient’s passing.

      At this point, death was inescapable; the nurse knew and accepted that. Over the past three days, her father had steadily worsened, his previous robust health draining before her very eyes despite her best efforts and those of his clinic partner, Dr. Rudolph Herschel.

      Two days ago, at Herschel’s suggestion, they had moved her father from his bedroom upstairs to the hard, narrow bed in the parlor he had used as his surgery—the room in which he’d treated countless patients over the thirteen years that he and Diana had lived in Vienna. She’d hoped that being surrounded by the atmosphere in which he’d spent most of his waking hours would be of some comfort as well as making it easier to care for him.

      She and her father had left England in the year after her mother had died, both hoping that new sights would help their lingering sorrow fade. Initially, Vienna had been merely a place to visit, one of medical interest to her father, but the expatriate community there had welcomed them with open arms, and after consulting on the treatment of a senior member of one of the premier aristocratic families, her father had found himself in great and insistent demand.

      He’d leased the house in Kleeblattgasse, and they’d moved in and never left.

      For her part, Diana didn’t regret one minute of the following years. In supporting her father’s work, she’d found her calling. Her naturally bossy nature, inherited from her mother, had emerged in response to the challenges of managing a household and a busy medical practice in a foreign land and in keeping both household and practice functioning and revolving around a man who, while brilliant, dedicated, and clinically observant in his calling, was prone to be forgetful and given to absentmindedness in all other spheres of life.

      She’d thrived on the constant demands on her efforts and her ingenuity and had developed the observational skills, quick thinking, and tact required to deal with his haughtiest patients. She’d kept the house and the practice running smoothly and had reveled in the task.

      I owe Papa so very much, but with his passing…

      Almost as if he’d heard the thought, her father’s lids fluttered, then rose. His washed-out brown eyes sought and found her face, and his hand, which had been lying limp in hers, gripped, albeit weakly.

      He wasn’t quite smiling, but his expression was relaxed and showed no hint of pain.

      Diana met his eyes and hoped her love for him shone in hers even as she hid a frown. Had Herschel given him something when she’d stepped out of the room? She’d been gone for only a moment, but that would have been long enough.

      Her father’s lips lifted slightly. “Diana, my darling girl.” His fingers pressed hers… in warning? “I suspect I haven’t long, my darling, and we need to talk.”

      She was conscious of Herschel hovering in the open doorway at her back. “Don’t worry about me, Papa. Save your strength.”

      Her father’s lips quirked in gentle amusement. “For what? We both know the end is close, my sweet.” Her father’s gaze went past her to the door. “Herschel, my friend, if you please, a moment…?”

      Diana glanced over her shoulder to see Herschel still hovering.

      After a fractional hesitation, Herschel touched his heels together and bowed in respectful fashion. “Of course.” To Diana, he said, “I will remain close enough for you to call should you need me.”

      She nodded, and he leant in, caught the doorknob, and drew the door closed.

      She returned her gaze to her father and saw his expression transform into one of extreme seriousness.

      His fingers tightened on hers. “Promise me that you will not trust anyone, and that includes Herschel. Promise me that you will wait and place your trust only in the man Winchelsea sends.”

      She frowned faintly. “Trust in what way?”

      “With the packet that you know of.” Her father’s gaze, surprisingly clear, held hers. “Promise me you will give the packet only to the man Winchelsea sends and that you will return to England with him—you will not be safe here, in Vienna, once I’m gone.”

      The packet he referred to had unexpectedly fallen into his hands. As the local doctor, he’d been called to attend the injured after a brawl at a nearby tavern, only to discover one of the participants had been stabbed. In extremis, the man—a German who, naturally, her multilingual father had spoken to in German—had pressed the packet on her father and asked him to see it delivered. Focused on saving the man, he’d accepted the packet, but despite his best efforts, soon after, the German had died.

      Later, on returning to Kleeblattgasse and seeking to learn to whom the packet should be sent, her father had opened it and discovered a sheaf of political dispatches detailing German plans regarding British assets in Africa.

      Despite not having set foot in Britain for over thirteen years, her father was a loyal patriot. After studying the documents, he’d informed her that they contained information about serious threats to the Empire and that he would seek to get word to the proper British authorities through the embassy in Vienna.

      She knew he had done so and that a person named Winchelsea had replied. It had been arranged that Winchelsea would send a trusted agent to collect the dispatches and also escort her father and her safely back to England.

      Diana had resigned herself to quitting Vienna, but she’d imagined she’d be leaving by her father’s side. On top of that, she still had one patient—one critically ill and dying patient—whom she would not leave. “Papa⁠—”

      Alarm flared in her father’s eyes, and he gripped her hand even more tightly. “Promise me, my darling. It is, quite literally, the last thing I will ask you to do.”

      There was no way she could deny him. She inwardly sighed and nodded. “I promise. When the man Winchelsea sends arrives, I will give him the dispatches and return with him to England.” After Adrian Fellows dies and I see his and Alicia’s children settled. Winchelsea’s man would simply have to wait; Adrian didn’t have many days left.

      The tension in her father’s face eased. “Thank you.”

      She waited, but his eyes, fixed on her face, slowly closed.

      She shook his hand slightly. “Papa?” She leant closer and whispered, “You haven’t told me where you hid the packet.”

      “Ah, yes.” His slight smile returned, and he opened his eyes.

      Her heart caught and skipped a beat. She stared at his face, desperately committing the beloved sight to memory.

      “Forever forgetting the important things.” Looking rather smug, he smiled into her eyes. “I hid it in the one place where I knew you would find it when you needed to.”

      She gave vent to a faintly exasperated huff; when she was young, he had loved to play hide-and-seek with her, and he was diabolically good at devising hiding places that she never found. But this wasn’t any game. “Papa, please. Just tell me where.”

      His smile deepened, but then his gaze slid to the side, going past her shoulder.

      She turned to look and saw that the door was slightly ajar. She tensed to rise and shut it, but her father’s grip abruptly tightened. She glanced back to see his lids lowering, and he drew in a deeper, harsher breath and held it for a second, then softly, he sang, “Come, let’s go to bed, says sleepy-head. Let’s stay awhile, says slow.”

      Tears gathered in her eyes as the near-forgotten lines of the lullaby, reproduced in the voice in which she’d always heard them, rolled over her, taking her back to her childhood, to when the man dying before her had been hale and strong and the center of her life.

      Perhaps it was fitting that, as his life ebbed and he prepared to take his final leave of her, those four lines were the ones to which his mind, wandering, cleaved.

      As he always had, he sang the single verse twice, his voice fading through the repeat.

      Only this time, when he breathed the last word, it was his hand that fell limp in hers.

      Tears streamed down her cheeks as she leant closer, touched her lips to his cheek, and murmured, “Papa?”

      But she knew there would be no answer. Her father—her dearest papa—had breathed his last.

      Slowly, she straightened on the stool, dimly aware that Herschel had reentered the room. He hovered for a moment by the door, then came forward, awkwardly laying a hand on her shoulder, then rounding the bed to check on her father, but the nurse in her knew there was nothing anyone could do.

      Her father was gone, and she was alone.

      The little girl within wailed as grief surged and rose and crashed down upon her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          SEPTEMBER 1, 1863. ENGLISH SECTION OF THE CITY CEMETERY, VIENNA.

        

      

    

    
      In the mild sunshine of the early-autumn morning, comfortable in his guise of a successful businessman, Toby stood at the foot of the grave of the man he’d been sent to escort to England.

      The inscription on the marble gravestone stated that Thaddeus Locke’s life had ended nearly three weeks ago.

      Toby had to wonder if Locke’s death was due to natural causes or if someone had had a hand in it.

      According to Toby’s contacts in the city, a team of two Prussian agents with whom Toby had the ill fortune to be acquainted had arrived within days of the dispatches going missing. It seemed certain the pair were there to retrieve the documents, and that it was Jager and Koch who had been sent was a clear indication of how seriously desperate the Germans were to get their hands on the missing packet.

      Toby wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that the Prussians had been involved in Locke’s death, yet his contacts had assured him that the Prussian pair were still in the city and had shown no interest in Locke or the surgery in Kleeblattgasse. It therefore seemed that they hadn’t, as yet, traced the packet to Locke.

      Presumably, that meant that the dispatches remained wherever Locke had put them.

      Toby stared unseeing at the small bouquet of flowers placed at the head of the grave. For an agent of his experience, this should have been a boringly straightforward mission, yet here he was with his principal charge dead and no idea where the critical asset—the unexpectedly intercepted dispatches—might be.

      Obviously, his revised goal was to salvage what he could of the mission.

      To avoid drawing unwanted attention to Locke and his household, Drake’s minions in the city had been under orders not to make direct contact of any sort, so they had observed only from a distance. Consequently, all Toby’s liaison had known was that Locke hadn’t been seen about town for several weeks; the presumption had been that he was lying low until Toby arrived. However, forever cautious, before approaching Locke’s surgery, Toby had chatted with nearby shopkeepers and, from them, had learned of Locke’s unexpected demise.

      Toby still harbored doubts over Locke’s death—he found coincidences of unexpected events hard to swallow—but that was neither here nor there. Locke was dead, so where to now?

      He refocused on the flowers. The funeral wreaths were long gone. This bunch was newer, most likely placed there by Locke’s grieving daughter, but the blooms and leaves had started to wilt. Presumably—hopefully—grief was waning.

      The apothecary on the corner of Kleeblattgasse had been especially helpful. Not only had he told Toby that Locke’s practice was continuing under his Austrian partner, a Herr Herschel, but that Locke’s daughter was currently staying with an English widower, one Fellows, an academic at the university.

      Toby’s contact had mentioned the Fellows household as one at which the daughter had spent a great deal of her time over recent months. The presumed relationship had been the foundation for the suggestion that the daughter might not wish to leave the city.

      Now Locke was dead…

      If Locke’s daughter wanted to remain in Vienna with Fellows, presumably to marry the man, Toby wouldn’t argue. Her handing him the dispatches and bidding him to leave without her would suit him to the ground; he could travel more quickly alone, and the faster he returned to London and delivered the dispatches, the sooner he could turn his mind to the vexed question of what to do with his life henceforth.

      He looked again at the gravestone, then dipped his head in silent acknowledgment. Locke had done his country a true service for which he deserved greater thanks than a grave far from home.

      Toby settled his hat on his head and turned for the cemetery’s gate. Contacting Miss Locke—Fraulein Locke—was obviously his next step.
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        * * *

      

      Later that afternoon, after inquiring at the university and, via a harassed but garrulous secretary, confirming that Fellows was, indeed, an Englishman, a professor of history currently on leave due to ill health, and a widower with three young children, Toby made his way toward Fellows’s house, which the secretary had informed him was located on the Lowelstrasse, within easy walking distance of the faculty building.

      Toby chose to approach the house through the park on the opposite side of the street. The Volksgarten was a well-kept area of lawns dotted with mature trees. It also boasted a rose garden and, most useful in Toby’s view, a decent-sized replica of the Temple of Theseus situated almost directly opposite the Fellows residence.

      The helpful apothecary had mentioned that Fraulein Locke was skilled in nursing and had been an asset to her father’s practice. It occurred to Toby that if Fellows was ill, Locke’s daughter might have a professional reason for haunting Fellows’s house rather than the personal one Toby’s contact had assumed. How that might impact Toby’s plans, he didn’t know, but clearly, it would be wise to learn how matters stood with Miss Locke before making any decisions regarding his way forward.

      At that time of day, the park was popular with maids and tutors overseeing young children. Numerous youngsters gamboled about the lawns, and some were making a valiant attempt to fly a kite in the slight breeze.

      In keeping with his adopted persona, Toby strolled nonchalantly along the walks, just another businessman taking the air. With his eyes shaded by the brim of his hat, he scanned the area, hoping he would be lucky enough to find Miss Locke with the Fellows children and so be able to make contact in an impromptu fashion rather than formally calling at the house.

      Fortune favored him. He spotted three children—two boys of about eight or nine and a younger girl, the right ages for the Fellows children—playing on the lawn directly opposite the Fellows residence. A small terrier-sized dog of indeterminate breed was with them, and the children were playing a rowdy, laughing game of catch with a ball too big for the dog to snatch. Not that that stopped the terrier from running and leaping after every throw.

      Two women were watching over the children. Judging by the older woman’s dress and demeanor, she was a nursemaid of sorts. The younger woman…

      Unless Toby missed his guess, the willowy young lady with light-brown hair tucked neatly beneath an unremarkable bonnet with a wide black ribbon was Miss Locke.

      His contact had given him only the vaguest of descriptions, but given the black ribbon and the way she watched the children, Toby felt increasingly confident that he’d found his mark. She was wearing a rather severe jacket-coat and matching skirt in a slate-gray hue suitable for mourning. The outfit looked new and chosen more for its practicality than for being in the height of fashion, yet the result was far from dowdy.

      His ambling route had carried him closer to where the children were playing, and as they called to one another and laughed over the dog’s antics, their piping voices reached him; they were speaking in English.

      Admittedly, there was an established English expatriate community in Vienna, but three children of the right age, watched over by a lady who could be Miss Locke?

      Increasingly certain he’d found his quarry, he assessed the children’s positions, then strolled a little farther along the path and paused.

      As he’d hoped, a minute or so later, a wild throw by the younger boy saw the ball soar over the little girl’s head and bounce Toby’s way. He stopped the ball with a booted foot, then bent and picked up the red sphere.

      Predictably, the dog reached him first and halted a yard away, head tilting and eyes assessing.

      Toby crouched and held out his free hand.

      The brindle-coated terrier-cross inched forward, sniffing, then edged closer and, eventually, licked Toby’s fingers and slid its wiry-haired head under his hand.

      He grinned and scratched behind the dog’s ears, then ran his fingers down the beast’s spine, reducing the dog to tongue-lolling canine ecstasy.

      Of the children, the girl had been much closer and reached Toby next. Without waiting for her to ask, he held out the ball. “Here you are.”

      Blond-haired and blue-eyed, the poppet gifted him with a brilliant smile. “Thank you,” she lisped. She reached for the ball, and he released it.

      Just then, the two boys came pelting up, and the girl turned to them and declared, “He sounds just like Papa.”

      Toby smiled at the boys and slowly straightened. “Is your papa English?”

      “Yes,” they chorused, openly studying him.

      He’d been careful not to look directly at the lady he assumed was Miss Locke, but with the maid in tow, she was approaching now, and he allowed his gaze to rise to her face.

      What he hadn’t been able to see from a distance hit him like a punch. A powerful punch to the senses that left him staring. Mentally reeling.

      She wasn’t beautiful in the sense of pretty. She was stunning and striking, her features classically sculpted and lit by an inner vitality that projected feminine strength and power.

      To his eyes, she was a goddess-like creature, elegant, confident, assured, and capable, a combination that embodied a challenge that effortlessly claimed every last iota of his attention.

      That realization set alarms ringing.

      What is this?

      As she halted before him, he blinked, trying to break her spell, but not entirely succeeding.

      He forced himself to focus on her eyes—blue-gray, changeable and mysterious—and discovered that she was regarding him with outright suspicion.

      Surreptitiously clearing his suddenly dry throat, he arched a brow. “Miss Locke?”

      Her fascinatingly mutable eyes narrowed. “I’m afraid, sir, that you have the advantage of me.”

      The words were delivered with a hint of steel. So… not just a striking face. He hid an instinctive, appreciative smile and simply stated, “Toby Cynster. Winchelsea sent me.”

      Her lips tightened. “Ah. I see.”

      Irritation tinged with resignation underlaid the words. The same emotions etched her expression. Neither were reactions he’d expected.

      He saw her glance not at the children but at the dog, taking note of the animal’s wagging tail and ready acceptance of him.

      No, indeed. Miss Locke is no one’s fool.

      Deciding it behooved him to take charge, he ventured, “I had hoped to meet your father and was surprised to learn of his death. I take it his illness was sudden?”

      Her eyes met his briefly, too briefly for him to be sure of their expression. “It was unexpected, yes.”

      He inclined his head. “You have my condolences.”

      “Thank you.” She gestured to the children, who had been listening to the exchange with innocent interest. “You will excuse us, I’m sure. We need to get back.”

      He made no reply and waited while she herded the children into the care of the maid and urged the group toward the street. Before she set out in their wake, he said, “We need to talk.”

      She flung him a glance. “Now is not a good time.” She stepped out, following the children. “I’ll contact you later⁠—”

      “That’s not how this works.” He fell in beside her.

      She frowned. “This what?”

      “This sort of situation.” He strolled beside her, entirely amenable to moving out of the public gaze. “You recognized Winchelsea’s name, so you know of your father’s arrangements.”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “What you might not appreciate is that others also have an interest in the documents your father acquired, and I’ve been informed that at least one group of those others is in Vienna and actively hunting. I don’t believe they’ve traced the documents to your father as yet, but they will.” Calmly, he met her gaze. “It took me a little over five hours to find you. Once they realize your father might have had the documents, they’ll search and find you, too.”

      Her expression stated she didn’t know what to make of that.

      They’d reached the edge of the park, and the children were waiting, ready to cross the street.

      The boys looked at him hopefully. “Can you stay and play ball with us?”

      Sliding into his favorite-uncle persona, he smiled commiseratingly. “It’s too late today. It’s already getting dark. We’ll have to see what happens tomorrow.”

      The little girl moved to his side and slid her tiny hand into his. She looked up, into his face. “Do you have children of your own?”

      “No, but I have lots and lots of nephews and nieces the same age as the three of you.”

      The poppet nodded sagely. “That explains it, then.” She tugged on his hand. “Come on. It’s nearly time for our supper.”

      Unsurprisingly, the mention of food got her brothers moving, and in a group, they all crossed the street.

      Diana moved with the others, feeling very much as if matters were unfolding entirely beyond her control. That was not a feeling she liked, but just being near Toby Cynster—just looking into his hazel eyes, let alone the ridiculous awareness of him that had streaked through her, racing like lightning along her nerves and seizing her senses—made the simple act of thinking sensibly suddenly exceedingly difficult.

      It was as if simply by existing, he’d somehow derailed her thought processes.

      That was the only explanation she could find for her meekly allowing him to follow her through the front door of Adrian Fellows’s house.

      They paused in the hall to divest themselves of their coats and hats.

      Adrian’s butler appeared to assist them.

      Diana waved to their guest. “Huber, this is Mr. Cynster. He’s…” At a loss, she cast the distracting man an interrogatory glance. At that very moment, what he was was a complication she didn’t need.

      He was taller than most men she knew, a full head taller than she. His shoulders were broad, and he walked with a long-limbed grace that screamed of athleticism and physical confidence. At a time when many men favored beards, he was clean-shaven, and if other men had the lines of face and chin he possessed, they would be clean-shaven, too.

      The errant thought nearly made her blink as his hazel eyes—well set under a wide brow and framed by thick dark lashes—met hers, and for a fleeting instant, she feared he could read her mind.

      Then he smiled disarmingly and turned the smile on Huber, the gesture holding just the right degree of somberness. “A friend of the late Herr Locke.”

      Huber half bowed and readily took Cynster’s hat, cane, and coat.

      Having already hung up her own jacket, Diana shook her skirts straight, noting that Bruno, the dog, was staring adoringly at Cynster. To date, Bruno had proved a sound judge of character. Inwardly, she frowned, although she couldn’t have said why. Surely, knowing Cynster passed Bruno’s assessment with flying colors should ease her mind.

      Helga had organized the children and was herding them toward the kitchen and their supper.

      The three threw smiles at Cynster, which he returned with a charming smile of his own, and even Helga, plainly finding Cynster’s presence reassuring and not in the least discombobulating, nodded politely.

      Diana glanced at him warily. He seemed to disarm everyone by deploying some type of simple yet lethal charm. Even Huber was regarding him favorably.

      In her few free moments since her father’s death, she’d wondered—idly—who Winchelsea would send, but at no point had her mind conjured anyone like Toby Cynster. That had to be the reason she felt so unexpectedly off balance.

      Patently, he wasn’t amenable to being sent away, so what was she to do with him?

      Obligingly, Huber volunteered, “The master is in the drawing room, miss.”

      Of course! “Thank you, Huber.” She waved toward the open drawing room door and led the way.

      Cynster followed, alert and assessing.

      She wondered what he was thinking—what was going through his mind. Whatever his plans, she felt confident that Adrian would support her in explaining that she couldn’t leave Vienna just yet.

      To Toby, she said, “When the dispatches came into Papa’s hands and he realized what they were, he discussed the matter with Adrian. It was Adrian who advised Papa about whom to contact.”

      She swept into the drawing room and caught Adrian’s eye as, with a welcoming smile, he laid aside the newspaper he’d been reading.

      With thinning reddish-brown hair and a pallid complexion, his features etched by long-term pain yet presently relaxed, Adrian was but a shadow of the robust man he once had been.

      “Am I right in thinking we have a guest?” He looked hopeful. Since his illness had taken hold and his diagnosis had firmed, people rarely came to the house. Almost as if he were already dead.

      She waved at Toby. “This is Toby Cynster. He’s the gentleman from London we were told to expect.”

      “Cynster?” Adrian made the effort to rise from his chair; that he was able to do so indicated that today was one of his better days. His expression brightening as he took in his visitor, he held out his hand. “I knew Gregory and Nicholas at Oxford.”

      Toby’s smile was genuine and wide as he shook Adrian’s hand. “I’m Nicholas’s younger brother.”

      “Excellent! How are they both?” Adrian waved Toby to an armchair and resumed his own.

      Diana sank onto the settee and listened, bemused, as the pair explored Cynster family news.

      In the matter of the dispatches, other than herself, Adrian had been her father’s sole confidante and was fully conversant with the arrangements her father had made. Unsurprisingly, Adrian and Toby’s conversation eventually veered to that subject, with Adrian declaring that it was reassuring and no real surprise that Winchelsea had sent a Cynster to retrieve the documents and escort her father and her to safety.

      Judging by Adrian’s tone, in his opinion, nothing could be better.

      Diana blinked, then heard Adrian press Toby to dine with them.

      None of this is progressing as I’d thought it would.

      And again, she had no real option but to meekly go along with the flow of events.

      When Huber came in to announce dinner, Adrian started to push out of his chair. She quickly rose and went to give him her arm, which he took with a resigned smile. Finally upright, he patted her sleeve. “Thank you, my dear.” To Toby, he said, “Come, Toby, and you can tell me more news of England.”

      As Diana guided Adrian toward the dining room, she was aware of Toby’s presence on Adrian’s other side. She’d seen the flash of understanding in Toby’s eyes; he’d seen Adrian’s weakness, but had the wit not to make anything of it.

      Once they were seated about one end of the table, Toby complied with Adrian’s wish and, throughout the meal, kept up a running and wide-ranging commentary on life in England.

      He’s refreshing Adrian’s memories. With a start of wonder, she realized Toby was deliberately doing just that. He sought to identify Adrian’s specific interests, then expanded on those, re-immersing Adrian in the joys of exploits in a country he would never see again.

      Almost unwillingly, she felt grudging respect and gratitude well. Toby Cynster had read the signs and had elected to give Adrian a gift no one else could.

      As usual at the end of the meal, they returned to the drawing room, where Huber would serve them coffee.

      Also as usual, the children, now ready for bed, came in to say goodnight.

      Unsurprisingly, all three were delighted to find Toby still there. Discovering that their father was inclined to be encouraging, they peppered Toby with questions, some about his own interests like horse riding and fishing and some about the exploits of his nephews and nieces.

      From Adrian’s contributions, let alone Toby’s answers, Diana realized the nephews and nieces were entirely real. No doubt that explained Toby’s ease with the children and theirs with him, which was also genuine and entirely unfeigned.

      Sitting back and observing the tableau, she saw that Adrian, too, was taking note of the interaction between Toby and the children. The look on Adrian’s face puzzled her and left her wondering what thoughts were passing through his mind.

      Then Helga came in, and it was time for the children to find their beds.

      Their farewells to Toby were heartfelt, and in the last glances cast over their shoulders as they went through the door lived a clear hope that they would see him again. She noted their yearning with a pang, one that contributed to an unspecific yet welling sense of unease. The three were slated to lose so much over the coming weeks.

      She looked at Adrian and saw him staring assessingly at Toby, whose gaze, kind and fond in an avuncular way, was still on the closing door.

      Something—some nebulous force in the room—had shifted. Again, she sensed matters were spiraling out of her control. Worse, she had no idea in which direction she was about to be pushed.

      The door clicked shut, and in a suddenly desperate attempt to seize the reins, she calmly stated, “I believe, Mr. Cynster—Toby—that you now understand why I cannot leave Vienna at this time.”

      He looked at Adrian and simply asked, “How long do you have?”

      “A week, maybe two.” Adrian’s tone stated that death no longer worried him, but he surprised her by asking, “How long before you and Diana need to leave?”

      Toby glanced at her, then returned his gaze to Adrian. “A day, maybe two.” He looked at Diana. “Not more.”

      Instantly, she responded, “Clearly, that’s not possible⁠—”

      “Why?”

      It was Adrian who posed the question. Confused, she blinked at him.

      Seeing it, he elaborated, directing the question at Toby. “Why do you need to leave so soon?”

      She sensed that Toby didn’t know where the discussion was heading any more than she did, but of course, he was entirely willing to lay out his reasons.

      She listened as he explained, this time in greater detail, about those also hunting for the dispatches.

      “Generally speaking,” he said, “the pair most in our business refer to as ‘the Prussians’ tend to use brawn rather than brain and are slow to see and follow trails other agents perceive more rapidly. That said, eventually, the Prussians will realize that the doctor who tended the injured courier might have taken the packet of dispatches, and they will come looking.” He paused, his hazel gaze resting on her. “Apparently, the Prussians arrived in Vienna soon after the dispatches went missing, and they’ve been searching ever since. By now, they’ll have exhausted other possibilities or be close to that. Soon, they’ll start asking about the doctor who tended the courier. And soon after that, they’ll turn up at the door in Kleeblattgasse.”

      Diana found herself trapped in Toby’s intense hazel gaze. With an effort, she wrenched free and glanced at Adrian, only to discover that he was also looking intently at her.

      “My dear, you need to leave with Toby as soon as possible.”

      Her eyes flew wide. “What?”

      Toby waited until, patently stunned, Diana looked back at him. He caught her gaze again and stated, “To dally even by a day will be courting danger.”

      He didn’t want to examine too closely the relief he’d felt on confirming that there was no romantic connection between her and Fellows and that instead, the link holding her there, in Vienna, was one of care. Caring for Fellows as he approached death and caring for his children. He hadn’t yet learned why that link was so strong—far stronger than that between a nurse and patient would normally be—but he recognized and accepted that she was deeply devoted to and entirely committed to Fellows and, even more, to his children.

      She was well named. There was a fierceness in her he instinctively recognized, a protective impulse regarding those she considered in her care.

      He could imagine her role in helping Fellows’s family deal with the approaching tragedy, could understand how crucial it might be, but to his mind, in this instance, her own safety had to take precedence. He hadn’t exaggerated the potential threat from the Prussians. There had to be others who could care for the children, and Fellows himself was past saving. Toby had to get Diana to think of herself and her own safety, and he knew he would need all the help he could get.

      Luckily, Fellows felt similarly toward her as she did to him and, therefore, agreed with Toby.

      He had hoped that would be so, and that meant he could rely on Fellows’s support in getting Diana out of danger.

      That was now his most urgent and immediate goal. That and securing the dispatches.

      She’d been staring at Fellows as if he’d grown two heads, and now, she started to slowly shake hers. “I can’t⁠—”

      Fellows held up a hand. “I have a suggestion. A request. A proposal and a plea.”

      She blinked.

      Suddenly alert, Toby switched his gaze to Fellows.

      Lowering his hand, Fellows looked at Diana. “My dear, I know and understand how deeply devoted you are to the children. And these days, they are never happier than when they’re with you.” He glanced at Toby, then returned his gaze to Diana’s face. “I ask you both to consider carefully what I’m about to suggest. If you do, I believe you will see that my proposal is in all of our best interests. Indeed, in the best interests of everyone under this roof.”

      Fellows redirected his attention to Toby. “I suggest that you, Diana, and the children leave Vienna as soon as possible and ask that you see the children safely to my aunt’s house in Hampshire.”

      His mind whirling, Toby held Fellows’s gaze. Rapidly—lightning fast—he evaluated his options, from a point-blank refusal all the way to… A minute later, he blinked, then nodded. “All right.”

      He looked at Diana. The reason for the silence that had given him time to think was that she had been struck dumb. His acceptance broke the spell.

      Horrified, she stared at Fellows. “No! How can you⁠—”

      “Hear me out.” Fellows spoke with more strength than previously, clearly drawing on reserves. “My dear, I’m as good as dead. My only remaining thoughts are for the children.” His gaze softened as it rested on her. “And for you, my darling Alicia’s most-loyal friend, and mine, too.” Holding her gaze, he tipped his head. “Can you imagine how I would feel if you remained to take care of me and mine and because of that, harm befell you?”

      Toby appreciated the small pause Fellows took, giving Diana time to think of that.

      “But here we are, the three of us”—Fellows’s gaze included Toby—“and we have a chance, just one, tonight, to make a decision that will solve a great many issues in one stroke.” He focused on Toby. “Am I right in assuming that, once these Prussians learn of the doctor and come looking for Diana, if we at this house—on whose door they will eventually knock—inform them that she has left the city, the Prussians and anyone else seeking the dispatches will search for the trail of a single English lady—or possibly a lady and a courier—traveling as quickly as possible toward London?”

      Toby nodded. “They would never think to ask after a family.”

      “Exactly.” Fellows glanced at Diana, who appeared dumbfounded, then returned his gaze to Toby. “By taking the children to my aunt’s house, you will be doing me an immense favor. You’re a Cynster—you understand family. There is no one I would rather trust to take my three home. And in keeping them with you, you will also be furthering your mission. Their presence will help shield you and Diana from your enemies.”

      The more Toby thought of it, the more he agreed. Being with children, having them about, never bothered him. Not that he’d ever traveled with children, but how hard could that be? And he couldn’t fault Fellows for seizing the chance to ensure his children would reach England safely and be well cared for en route.

      “You were going to get a courier service to take the children back to England.” Diana’s tone suggested she was at least thinking things through.

      Fellows nodded. “I have it in my diary to make the final arrangements and sign the papers later this week.” He trapped Diana’s gaze, his expression one of deep understanding. “What would you have done if this matter of the dispatches had never arisen?”

      Instantly, the words were on her lips. “I would have gone with them.” She paused, then admitted, “Even if Papa hadn’t died.”

      Fellows smiled. “I rest my case.”

      And a very fine case it was, not least because it seemed the one sure way to convince Diana Locke to leave Vienna, and that, as soon as possible.

      Diana frowned. “I can’t help but feel that taking the children with us will be tantamount to knowingly exposing them to danger, let alone denying them their last days with you.”

      Toby stirred, but before he could speak, Adrian stated, “Quite aside from what I want, my dear, you know that taking the children with you and Toby is what Alicia would want you to do.” He caught her gaze and smiled wanly. “My days are numbered, and nothing can change that, but allowing me to farewell my three darlings with dignity would mean a lot to me.”

      Holding her gaze, he simply said, “Please, Diana, do this for Alicia and me.”

      Diana looked into his eyes and felt her heart break. He meant every word, and if he had the courage to send his children off with her and Toby—if that was his last wish—she couldn’t refuse him.

      She sighed. “All right.” She needed to slow events down so she could grasp every detail and, ultimately, take charge. “But there’s no reason we need to rush off tomorrow.”

      Toby took in the set of her chin, so very reminiscent of his sister Pru, who was innately bossy and liked being in control, and instead of arguing, switched tacks. “Before we can make any plans to leave, we need to secure the dispatches.” He met Diana’s eyes. “Where are they?”

      She frowned. “That’s another thing. I don’t know.”

      He managed to keep his jaw from dropping. “Your father had them.”

      She nodded. “And from his last words, he hid them somewhere in the house.”

      “Your father died three weeks ago. You didn’t think to look for them?”

      “I haven’t had time.” Her expression was growing ever more stubborn. “Given they seemed well hidden, I thought I might as well leave them wherever they are until Winchelsea’s man—you—turned up.” She paused, then added, “I thought you might have a better idea than I where to search.”

      He swallowed the urge to groan. She was probably correct about him having more notion of where the dispatches would fit.

      Fellows added, “Locke gave me to understand that the packet was safely hidden in the house.”

      Somewhat reassured, Toby nodded. Resigned to a night of searching, he looked at Diana.

      She rose. “We can go to Kleeblattgasse now and search. Then you can take the packet with you. I would rather you held it than me.”

      Amen. With a curt nod, he stood. He glanced at Fellows, then looked at Diana. “I take it you’ve been staying here overnight.”

      “For the past few nights.” She glanced at Fellows. “We can’t tell when…”

      Toby met Fellows’s gaze. “Once we’ve located the dispatches, I’ll escort Diana back.”

      He looked at her and found her bristling.

      Chin rising, she declared, “It’s not that far, and this is Vienna, not London.”

      “Nevertheless.” He shared a look of fellow feeling with Fellows. “Given the Prussians are in town, I believe Fellows and I will both sleep more easily knowing you’re safely under this roof.”

      She looked exasperated, but then shook her head and swept toward the door.

      With a nod to Fellows, Toby followed.

      They donned their coats, and he accepted his gloves, hat, and cane from the butler.

      As they left the house and the door clicked shut behind them, Toby inwardly admitted that sensible procedure dictated that, once he had the dispatches in his keeping, he should immediately put distance between himself and Diana Locke and the household in Lowelstrasse, yet the thought of allowing her to walk back to Fellows’s house alone in the middle of the night rose in his mind only to be dismissed. With prejudice.

      Keeping pace as she walked briskly down the street, he dwelled on the apparent reordering of his priorities that the past few hours had wrought.
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      As Toby and Diana traversed Vienna’s darkened streets and the city’s bells tolled for eleven o’clock, he wryly recalled Drake’s instruction that, if necessary to get Diana to leave, Toby should use his persuasive talents. By that, Drake had meant gentle seduction.

      Instead, three children and the last wish of a dying man had done the job.

      The oddity was that Toby almost regretted that no exercising of his seductive skills had been required. He wouldn’t mind ruffling Diana Locke’s feathers. Only fair, given how distracting he was finding her nearness, even though they were walking side by side with nearly a foot of clear space between them.

      In an effort to find an effective distraction, he focused on potential threats ahead. “Are there any staff at your father’s house-cum-surgery?” His contact hadn’t mentioned any, but the fewer who saw him with her, the better.

      “No. Not now. I let them go, as it’s just me living there at present, and Herr Herschel—my father’s partner, who is taking over the practice—will doubtless bring in his own people after I leave.” She glanced briefly Toby’s way. “I was planning to leave, eventually.”

      He said nothing to that. After a moment, because he truly wanted to know, he ventured, “What do you think of Fellows’s proposal?”

      She grimaced. “I suppose it’s logical, and it does, as he said, resolve several issues.”

      “But…?”

      She sighed. “I wish we didn’t have to leave just now. It seems… precipitate, almost unseemly, to leave Adrian at a time like this.”

      “You knew his late wife?”

      She nodded. “Alicia was my closest friend.” Briefly, she met his eyes. “When we first came here, to Vienna, I was fifteen and still grieving for my mother. As was my father. The Fellows family were among the first to make us welcome, and as the years passed, we grew close. I’m godmother to all three children.”

      “I see.” That added weight to Fellows’s request that she escort the children to his aunt. “How long ago did Alicia die?”

      “Four—no, nearly five years ago now. She never truly recovered after Evelyn’s birth, and nothing my father or any other could prescribe managed to halt her decline.”

      They walked on for half a block in silence, then Diana spoke more softly. “Adrian knew I wouldn’t refuse his request.”

      “Can you see any reason why we can’t take the children with us?”

      Her lips tightened, then she admitted, “No. I suppose not.”

      Scanning the shadows ahead, Toby murmured, “I can see the advantages from his point of view. I suspect when his time comes, he’ll be relieved to know that the children are with you and on their way to England.”

      More silence, then she asked, “How real are the dangers you mentioned? The Prussians and these others? Are they likely to actually attack us?”

      “The Prussians, yes. I didn’t exaggerate. If we can avoid crossing their path at any point, I’ll be happy. As for others who might also be sent after the dispatches, they will, most likely, parley first, but they, too, might resort to violence if denied.”

      “Hmm. So the threat of violence is real.”

      “Very. The fact that it’s the Prussians who’ve been sent to retrieve the dispatches indicates that their masters are desperate to lay hands on the packet.”

      “Which in turn suggests it contains valuable information.”

      “Indeed.”

      After a moment, she asked, “Are there any other particular pursuers you suspect might appear?”

      He hesitated, then admitted, “The Austrians might get involved. If they do, it’s possible they’ll send in a particular agent—Heinrik Maier—whom I would really prefer not to have to deal with.”

      Turning her head, she studied his face. “Why?”

      Toby felt his lips tighten. “Because he’s nearly as good at his job as I am. Heinrik thinks, which is something the Prussians tend to do only when violence fails.”

      “I see.”

      They walked on, crossing the square and nearing one corner of Kleeblattgasse. As Toby knew from his earlier reconnaissance, the street was an odd shape, like a squared horseshoe.

      “Incidentally, I haven’t yet agreed as to when we should leave.”

      He swallowed a snort; she would be stubborn to the end. “Self-evidently, we need to find the packet before we can make any arrangements.” He glanced at her. “Do you have any idea where it might be?”

      She shook her head. “It’s not in his desk or in any of the more obvious places. I did look—I just haven’t had time to search more thoroughly.”

      They turned onto Kleeblattgasse, their leather soles slapping softly on the cobbles of the narrow street. The door of the Locke house lay just around the first corner of the horseshoe.

      The instant Toby laid eyes on the door, he knew something was wrong. He slowed and put out a hand to halt Diana. He glanced at her and saw that she was frowning at the door.

      She ducked her head toward him and whispered, “It’s open.”

      He wanted to tuck her away safely somewhere, but didn’t dare leave her alone. Grimly, he said, “Stay close behind me.” He felt somewhat reassured when, as he approached the door, she did just that, resting a hand on the back of his coat.

      He paused on the stoop and, with one gloved hand, gently eased the door farther open and saw light spilling from a lamp deeper inside. He stepped into the front room—a small reception room with a desk and chairs. The room had been thoroughly ransacked. Two upholstered chairs had been ripped apart, their stuffing spilling onto the floor. The rug had been flung against the wall, and the desk had been tipped on one side, the drawers hauled out and emptied on the bare boards.

      From behind the upended desk, a short corridor led deeper into the house, past two open doors, one on either side, before opening into a larger room at the rear.

      “My God!” Diana had crowded in behind him.

      He glanced at her and saw her shocked face, her wide eyes taking in the carnage.

      He listened intently, but heard nothing. He raised a finger and briefly placed it across her lips, warning her to keep silent. Then, with catlike steps and one hand closed about the head of his cane, in actuality a sword stick, he moved soundlessly past the desk and into the corridor.

      The lamp whose light beckoned had been left burning in the large rear room. He paused at the open doors, each of which led to a doctor’s consulting room. The room on the left had been thoroughly searched, with files strewn everywhere, while the room opposite was tellingly untouched.

      Dipping his head close to Diana’s, he whispered, “Is your father’s room the one destroyed?”

      Eyes fixed on the detritus, she nodded.

      Noiselessly, he glided forward, relieved when she moved with him, staying close.

      They emerged into the large room, a comfortable living-cum-dining room, now wrecked. There was no one there, but more light spilled down the stairs that led upward from the near right corner.

      They paused, then the sound of furniture scraping on the floor came from above their heads.

      Beneath the stairs lay a nook, presently shrouded in shadow. Toby turned, grasped Diana’s shoulders, carefully drew her around, and pressed her into the space. Leaning close, he breathed, “Stay there.”

      He released her and looked up the stairs—two flights with no one on the landing and no way of knowing whether anyone stood at the head.

      His cane in his hand, one finger on the sword’s release, he glided silently up the first flight and paused on the last step.

      There was no one visible above. No sound, either.

      He rounded the corner and started up the second flight.

      Halfway up, he realized Diana had disobeyed his order and was all but on his heels. He swallowed a curse, then abruptly halted and stepped back, forcing her to retreat. The instant she reacted, he went upward in a rush.

      Directly opposite the head of the stairs, the door to a room hung open. From the corner of his eye, through the gallery balustrade to his right, he glimpsed a man’s trousered legs.

      Toby dropped into a crouch as he took the last stairs and felt his hat swept from his head; the man had swung a wooden pole at where his head should have been.

      His momentum carried him toward the open door.

      “Herr Herschel!”

      Diana had recovered far too quickly.

      Toby caught his balance, straightened, and whirled.

      Just in time to see the man—Herschel—seize Diana by the upper arms, haul her up the last steps, and fling her bodily at him.

      Toby caught her, but couldn’t counter her weight; they went down in a tangle of arms and legs.

      Trapped beneath her, his legs tangled in her full skirts, he swore.

      Footsteps thundered down the stairs.

      Atop him, Diana squirmed, trying to find purchase and rise.

      He gritted his teeth, let go of the cane, and closed both hands about her waist. He lifted her and set her beside him, then scrambled to his feet.

      He paused only to swipe up the cane before giving chase.

      He leapt down the stairs. On reaching the ground floor, he heard a door bang and headed in that direction.

      A small narrow room lay to one side of the dining area. Halfway down the outer wall, a door to the garden stood ajar.

      He ran for it, aware that Diana was only steps behind him.

      “There’s an alley beyond the rear fence,” she gasped.

      He went through the doorway at a run, but there was no Herschel waiting to brain him. He paused to swiftly check, but on seeing no one in the shadows, raced on down the path to the gate in the fence.

      The gate was unlatched.

      He stepped through, and the sound of running footsteps drew his attention to the left. Despite the dense shadows cast by the surrounding buildings, he glimpsed the darker shape of Herschel fleeing in apparent panic.

      Toby raced after him.

      The cobbled alley narrowed, tacking back and forth as it followed property boundaries. Herschel disappeared around a dog leg.

      Toby rushed on. He cleared the last corner and saw Herschel, still some way ahead, reach the open street and rush blindly into the thoroughfare.

      Herschel halted and looked around wildly, then swung to face down the street.

      He stood there, gaping, and four horses drawing a heavy coach ran over him.

      Shocked, Toby halted.

      A second later, Diana ran into him, and he grabbed her arms and steadied her, even while his gaze remained locked on the trampled body sprawled on the main road. “Quiet,” he breathed.

      She, too, stared uncomprehendingly at the scene before them, illuminated by the streetlights along the larger thoroughfare.

      Judging by the sounds of wheels, hooves, and harness, the carriage had halted just along the street.

      Silent seconds ticked past. Carriage doors shut, and footsteps, two sets, approached along the street. Heavy-footed steps, long strides. Male.

      Two black-leather-coated figures appeared and halted to stand and look down at the almost-certainly-dead Herschel.

      Toby stiffened. He felt Diana glance at him, but kept his gaze glued to the scene playing out before them.

      The shorter and burlier of the men crouched beside the body, heaved it over, and briskly searched Herschel’s pockets. After a thorough, repeated search, with a disgusted huff, the burly man, whom Toby knew as Koch, flung the side of Herschel’s coat across the dead man’s chest and rose. “He doesn’t have it.”

      The taller, older man—Jager—sneered. “Fool!” He nudged the body with the toe of his boot.

      Toby didn’t wait to hear more. He and Diana were standing in dense shadow. Carefully, silently, he stepped back, drawing her with him, guarding against any sudden movement.

      He didn’t take his eyes from Jager and Koch until he and Diana had retreated around the last corner and the side of a building cut off the view.

      Then, with his lips grimly set, he turned, took Diana’s hand, and as fast as he dared, walked silently with her back to the Locke house.

      Her fingers trembled in his, but she didn’t make a sound.

      Finally, after they’d secured the rear gate, entered the house, and shut and locked the back door, he dragged in a huge breath, then blew it out and, through the dimness, caught Diana’s shocked gaze. “You have two minutes to collect whatever you need to take with you to England.”

      Diana stared at him, read the harsh reality in his face, and managed a single nod.

      After two seconds of rapidly taking stock, she whirled and raced up the stairs.

      She rushed into her bedroom. Judging by the disarranged bed, ripped pillows, dislodged mattress, open armoire, and the three dresses flung on the floor, Herschel had been searching in there when they’d interrupted him.

      “Just as well we did.” She ignored the fallen dresses, reached to the back of the deep wardrobe, and dragged out the two bags she’d already packed with what she’d decided to take to England.

      Giving mental thanks for her habit of never putting off until tomorrow what she could do today, of carefully planning and always being ready ahead of time, she hurried to her dressing table, crouched and released the catch for the hidden drawer, and rapidly emptied her mother’s jewelry into a small drawstring bag.

      She was dimly aware of Toby moving from room to room downstairs. Thank God he’d been with her! She didn’t want to think of what might have happened had she returned to the house alone, as she might have done. She’d never felt threatened in Vienna before, but after seeing what had happened to Herschel, only a fool wouldn’t be frightened.

      After tucking the jewelry into one of her traveling bags, she returned to the dressing table and swept her brushes, combs, and pins into the satchel she’d previously used for ferrying medicines and instructions to her father’s patients.

      She looped the satchel’s belt over her head and one shoulder, then paused to scan the room. She would add the essentials she’d taken to the Lowelstrasse house to her bags later, but otherwise, that was it. She had everything she needed to take.

      On hearing Toby’s footsteps on the stairs, she picked up her bags and went out onto the landing. She set the bags at the top of the stairs and went into her father’s bedroom.

      She halted in the doorway, looked around, and sighed. Herschel had spent quite a bit of time there, ripping, slashing, tearing everything apart. His search had been nothing short of frenzied. Luckily, she’d already taken all the mementos she wanted.

      She sensed Toby come up behind her. He halted and surveyed the room over her head. “He was searching for the dispatches. He was desperate to find them.”

      “Those men—were they your ‘Prussians’?”

      “Yes. Jager and Koch. At a guess, they had some hold over Herschel and were using him to access the papers.”

      She sensed Toby step away and move to her bags.

      “You were quick. Just as well, because we need to leave now.”

      “I was already packed—I told you I was intending to leave with whomever Winchelsea sent, and Herschel was waiting to take over the house. I just needed to gather a few last things.” She turned to see Toby douse the lamp that had been burning on the little table on the landing, then he set his hat, which he’d retrieved, on his head, hefted her bags, and started down the stairs. She followed.

      He waited for her at the bottom of the stairs. He’d clamped the handles of both her bags as well as his cane in one hand, leaving the other free to grasp and hold hers.

      He’d already dimmed the lamp in the dining room to a mere glow, but even in the poor light, she could discern the grim cast of his features.

      “Come on.” He turned and led the way to the front door.

      As they passed along the dark corridor, she grew conscious of her heart beating hard and fast. It had been since she’d entered the house, and the sensation of his hand wrapped about hers wasn’t exactly soothing.

      She didn’t trust easily, especially not men. As her father’s nurse, she’d seen too much of the pain men caused women, even those they professed to love. Yet despite her irritating physical reaction to Toby Cynster, she trusted him. Some part of her knew beyond question that he would move heaven and earth to keep her safe. What struck her as truly strange was that her trust was wholly instinctive and utterly absolute.

      Very odd, and when he paused behind the front door and released her hand to edge the door farther open and peer into the street, she was annoyingly aware of the loss of the warmth of his hand about hers.

      Toby looked up and down the narrow street and saw no one. He strained his ears, but detected no footsteps.

      If—when—Jager and Koch approached, it would be with their usual bull-in-a-china-shop march.

      He stepped through the door and, when no threat materialized, reached back and drew Diana out. He was banking on Jager and Koch believing that Herschel had been the only one in the house and, therefore, not rushing to get there and check on the thoroughness of Herschel’s search.

      That they would come, Toby felt sure, but he’d seen no sign that they’d realized Herschel had been fleeing, that there had been pursuers. They’d behaved as if Herschel had simply turned up in a rush at a prearranged rendezvous; they’d certainly been waiting for him.

      Keeping hold of Diana’s hand, Toby led her in the opposite direction to that from which they’d approached the house. The route also took them away from the street where they’d seen Jager and Koch. The pair would have to dispose of the body in some way before heading to the surgery, and Toby wanted to steer well clear of them.

      In his head, he searched for a suitable place for the discussion he and Diana had to have, then plotted a roundabout route to get them there safely.

      He scanned the shadows as they went, grateful that she walked silently beside him. He didn’t speak until they were several blocks away. “So that was your father’s partner.”

      “Yes. Herr Herschel.”

      “What nationality was he?”

      She glanced at him. “Austrian.” Her tone grew colder. “But those were the Prussians, so he was working for them.”

      “So it seems.”

      The city’s bells bonged and pealed for midnight.

      Still constantly scanning the shadows, Toby adjusted his grip on Diana’s hand. “In terms of us leaving Vienna safely, we’re running out of time.”
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Jager led Koch into the Locke house via the front door.

      Both halted in the dimness just over the threshold, then Koch grunted. “He’s left a lamp burning in the back room.”

      The pair made their way there, then searched for and found more lamps. They lit them and placed them around the rooms, then settled to conduct an even-more-thorough search of their own.

      They moved methodically through the house. Eventually, both returned to the back room.

      “Nothing.” Jager bit off the word.

      “I thought for sure he would have them this time.” Koch looked around at the mess. “Why contact the Austrians and arrange to hand the dispatches to them if he hadn’t even found them?”

      Both spoke in Prussian.

      Jager’s eyes narrowed. “Perhaps he did find them and hid them here while he made arrangements to double-cross us, but meanwhile, someone else moved them.” Jager looked at the stairs, then started for them. “Someone who lived here, perhaps.”

      Upstairs, they shifted and searched, paying particular attention to the room inhabited by a female.

      Ultimately, frustrated and growing exasperated, they returned downstairs.

      Koch, younger but more heavily built and with a small, round head, grumbled, “He should have known better than to come to our meeting without the dispatches. He couldn’t have known that we knew he’d spoken to the Austrians.”

      The scar on Jager’s left cheek showed white, then he replied, “Regardless, it would have made no difference to him. His usefulness to us had passed.” Jager toed aside an emptied drawer. “Especially as it seems the dispatches aren’t here after all.”

      Koch frowned. “But if not here, then where?”

      Jager shot his junior a penetrating look. “Herschel was sure that Locke had them, wasn’t he? We haven’t been wasting our time.”

      “He was sure, yes. He heard Locke mention them to his daughter at the last, exactly as Herschel had predicted. Unfortunately, Herschel said Locke waited too long. Even though the daughter pressed him to tell her where he’d hidden them, Locke merely said she would be sure to find them when she looked, but plainly, she had no idea.”

      “Are we sure of that?”

      “Herschel was sure. He said the daughter pressed some more, begging Locke to tell her, but by then, Locke’s mind was wandering, and instead of telling her where he’d hidden the packet, he sang her some English nursery rhyme. According to Herschel, those were the last words Locke spoke.”

      His face a mask, Jager stood with his hands sunk in his coat pockets and stared at the floor. After a moment, he raised his head and looked at Koch. “What was the rhyme?”

      Koch shrugged and shook his head. “Herschel didn’t know it. He didn’t recognize it and couldn’t remember the words.”

      Jager gave vent to a disgusted sound. “But Locke replied to his daughter’s plea to be told where the dispatches were with this rhyme?”

      “Yeees.” Koch looked wary.

      Jager straightened and rebelted his coat. “In that case, I believe we need to locate Fraulein Locke and ask her what the rhyme means.” He glanced around, then looked at Koch. “Where is she staying? Clearly, it’s not here.”

      Koch looked uncomfortable. “Herschel didn’t say she was staying anywhere else.”

      Jager glared at his subordinate.

      When Koch did nothing but stare warily back, with a visible effort, Jager drew in his temper. “It’s late. Tomorrow, we’ll return and ask the neighbors. Someone will know. Vienna isn’t that large. Tomorrow, we’ll find Fraulein Locke and ask her what she knows.”
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        * * *

      

      Diana walked beside Toby, grateful for the warmth of her coat as the night deepened about them and the temperature fell.

      Ever since the two of them had turned out of Kleeblattgasse, her mind had been hostage to a chaotic jumble of images, fears, and concerns. But the farther they walked, the more insistent the present grew, and it eventually succeeded in drawing her back to the moment.

      She glanced around. They hadn’t walked so far; she should recognize her surroundings, but the play of nighttime shadows made the familiar less so. She glanced at Toby; he continued to lead her on with an assurance that suggested he had a destination in mind and knew the way. “Where are we going?”

      On so many levels, she didn’t know the answer.

      He glanced at her, then faced forward again, constantly scanning the shadows. “That temple in the Volksgarten, opposite Fellows’s house. We need somewhere to sit and think.”

      She felt the same and saw no reason to argue.

      Minutes later, they reached the gardens somewhat to the north of the temple and walked quietly down the path to the colonnaded marble building. The porch within the colonnades lay in deep shadow. They climbed the steps and claimed one of the benches that stood against the temple’s wall.

      She sat, drawing her skirts about her.

      Toby piled her bags beside the bench, then, still carrying his cane, sat beside her.

      For a moment, they stared out at the night-shrouded gardens.

      She had to admit she felt safer in the familiar place, even more so knowing that no one could easily see her in the near dark.

      Her previously roiling thoughts had subsided, leaving several critical questions starkly revealed. It took her a moment to marshal the words to address the first. Gripping her hands in her lap, she said, “Herschel was Papa’s physician.”

      Toby leant forward, his forearms resting on his thighs, but his gaze remained on the lawns and trees.

      She glanced at his profile, then moistened her lips. “Is it possible, do you think…?”

      She was grateful when, without further elucidation, he filled in, “That Herschel had a hand in your father’s unexpected death? Yes, it’s possible, but with Herschel dead, I doubt we’ll ever know.”

      “Papa had a dicky heart, but neither he nor I expected it to fail him—not yet. But it’s possible Herschel gave him something that brought on his decline, hoping that, as nearly happened, Papa would tell me, or even Herschel himself, where the dispatches are. I thought it odd that, as soon as Papa started to sicken, Herschel was there constantly, forever hovering, day and night.”

      She was increasingly certain Herschel had, indeed, been responsible for her father’s death. She fell silent, captured by her feelings toward an already dead man.

      Then Toby stirred. “Regardless of the truth, there’s nothing we can do about that now.” He turned his head to look at her. “Other than finish what your father started.”

      Something in his tone reached her, anchored her, and shone a light on what she needed to do. Frowning, she grimaced. “I would give you the dispatches if I knew where they were, but I don’t.” Through the shadows, she met his gaze. “I truly have no clue what Papa did with the packet.” She paused, then added, “I didn’t ask earlier because I assumed he would be here, ready to hand the packet over to you.”

      That assumption and the image it evoked was one she’d clung to until the very end. In her mind, now, that dreamlike vision faded to nothingness, and sorrow and regret rose in its place. So many why didn’t I’s crowded into her brain.

      Toby let the silence stretch, giving her those moments to come to terms with her father’s passing. From all he’d gathered, she’d had precious little time to grieve, to absorb her new reality. He could imagine that the events of the night had made that even more difficult.

      Eventually, however, he had to intrude and seek a way forward. After ordering his thoughts, he said, “With Jager and Koch actively engaged, we don’t have much time. We need to focus on locating the documents, and while I accept that you don’t consciously know where they are, we still have to try.”

      She looked at him, and from the sharpness of her gaze, he knew she’d left the past behind, and he had her full attention. “How? If the packet was at the house, surely, Herschel would have found it.”

      “But he didn’t.” He caught and held her gaze. “You need to put yourself in your father’s shoes. If he wanted to hide such a thing and hide it well, where would he have put it?”

      She grimaced. “Sadly, he excelled at hiding things in the very last place you would think to look. He delighted in playing hide-and-seek with me as a child, hiding sweets for me to find, but often, he left me completely stumped.”

      Toby frowned, then said, “Both you and Fellows seem certain your father would have hidden the packet in the house. But is there anywhere else he might have used as a hiding place for such a thing?”

      She shook her head decisively. “No. I’m sure he hid it in the house, and Adrian thought the same, which means Papa led him to think so. I can’t imagine anywhere else Papa might have put it, yet judging by Herschel’s search tonight—and he would have been able to search the house more carefully previously, whenever I wasn’t there, and recently, that’s been most of the time—then the packet simply isn’t there.”

      “Or,” Toby said, “it isn’t there anymore.”

      She stared at him. “I don’t know how that could be.”

      He didn’t, either, but he was starting to think that was the logical explanation. “Let’s set that possibility aside for the moment. I need you to go back to the moments before your father died.” He knew what he was asking would be painful for her, but he—and she—had to know. “You asked him where the dispatches were. I need you to tell me exactly what he said in reply.”

      She sighed softly, but didn’t draw back from the memory. “First, he made me promise that I would trust only you—the man Winchelsea sent—with the packet and that I would return to England with you.” She frowned, evidently caught in the remembered moment. “He was concerned that I wouldn’t be safe in Vienna after he died.”

      Toby salted that information away for later use if needed. Her father sounded like a man Toby would have wanted to meet. “And then?”

      Diana sank deeper into her recollection of those moments; they remained sharp and clear in her mind. “I promised, and that obviously eased his mind.” She remembered the way the tension had fled from his features, leaving him looking younger, at peace. “I had to remind him that he still hadn’t told me where the packet was, and he smiled and acknowledged that he was always forgetting the important things and added that he’d hidden the packet”—she closed her eyes the better to hear the words in her head—“in the one place where he knew I would find it when I needed to.”

      She opened her eyes and pulled a face. “I didn’t know where that might be, so I pressed him to tell me—just tell me.” Her memory rolled on, and she frowned. “I thought—felt sure—he was about to do that, to simply tell me where, but then he looked past me, I think at the door, which was ajar, and then… Then he sang a lullaby he used to sing to me when I was a child.”

      She raised her gaze to Toby’s face and sang:

      “Come, let’s go to bed, says sleepy-head.

      Let’s stay awhile, says slow.

      Put on the pot, says greedy nan.

      We’ll sup before we go.”

      She repeated the verse, slowing as her father had, then fell silent. She held Toby’s gaze and, after a moment, softly said, “Those were his last words. He said no more.”

      For several seconds, Toby studied her, his gaze holding her anchored with him in the dark on the porch of the temple in the gardens. Holding her steady against the tug of her memories.

      Holding her away from the sadness.

      She wasn’t so proud she didn’t cling to the lifeline.

      Eventually, Toby found the right words to lead Diana forward. “If your father could remember those phrases and the melody that went with them, it’s unlikely his mind was wandering. Instead, I think he knew enough to suspect Herschel and thought he might be listening from behind the open door.”

      After a moment of staring at him, she slowly nodded. “I wondered about Herschel at the time. He came in immediately after Papa passed away, even though I hadn’t called him.”

      “So let’s postulate that your father’s mind wasn’t wandering, but with Herschel listening, he had to find some way to tell you where the packet was in words only you would understand.”

      “But I don’t understand.”

      Her frustration rang clearly, but Toby thought he saw the light. “Close your eyes.” He waited until she did so. “Now let that lullaby, in your father’s voice, play in your head.” He waited a heartbeat, then asked, “Can you hear it?”

      She nodded.

      “Let the lullaby transport you into the past. Back to when you would frequently hear it, when you were a child.”

      He waited two seconds, then asked, “Where are you?”

      “In my bed. The one I had when I was a child.”

      “Was that bed here, in the Kleeblattgasse house or even in Vienna?”

      “No. That remained in England when we left.”

      “All right. So it’s not the bed itself.” He paused, visualizing such a scene. “Try to study yourself as you were then—you as a child, in your bed, hearing your father sing that lullaby. Is there anything in that scene that is here with you, in your possession?”

      A second passed, then her eyes flew open. “Rupert the Bear.” Galvanized, she gripped his sleeve. “Rupert the Bear! He’s a large, knitted, stuffed bear my mother made for me.”

      She was transformed with certainty, blazing with it.

      “Is Rupert large enough to hold a packet”—Toby used his hands to indicate the shape and size—“about that big?”

      “Yes. Quite large enough.”

      He frowned, running more recent memories through his head. “I didn’t see any stuffed bear in the house.” But her certainty was infectious. He looked back the way they’d come. “You stay here. I’ll go back and look⁠—”

      “No!” She gripped his sleeve with both hands, and he could hear the happiness in her voice as she said, “You don’t have to go and look, because as you guessed, Rupert isn’t there. Not anymore. Weeks ago, before Papa fell ill, I started sorting through what to take and what to leave and decided that, with Adrian dying, Evelyn had more need of Rupert than I. Rupert was a comfort to me when my mother died, so I gave him to her.”

      He stared at her. “Your father didn’t know?”

      She shook her head. “I never thought to mention it. There was no reason to.”

      Almost in wonder, he stared across the darkened gardens at the Fellows house. “So Rupert and the dispatches are over there.”

      Diana released his arm and nodded. “With Evelyn, in her bed. She sleeps with Rupert beside her.”

      Toby got to his feet and held out a hand to help her to hers. “I think we need to check that Rupert does, indeed, still carry the dispatches.”

      “Yes.” She gripped his hand, and he drew her up, then released her to lift the bags.

      Hefting one in either hand, with his cane balanced atop the right, he nodded across the road. “Let’s go.”

      They walked side by side, brisk with purpose, toward the Fellows residence.

      Diana felt hugely relieved to have, she believed, solved the riddle of her father’s last words.

      When they came to the street and Toby juggled her bags and his cane into one hand and, with the other, clasped hers, her nerves leapt with a species of excitement, but she told herself not to be missish. They’d just had a major success; it was normal to feel giddy.

      They reached the other side of the road, but Toby didn’t release her hand.

      To distract herself from the consequent sensations, she determinedly focused on the practicalities. “I have a key, so we won’t need to wake the household.”

      “Good.”

      “That said”—reluctantly, she slipped her fingers from the warmth of his, opened the gate, and led the way up the path—“Adrian doesn’t sleep much these days. Most likely, he’ll be awake.”
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      Diana’s prediction proved to be accurate. On entering the night-dark house, they saw light shining from beneath a closed door on the left of the front hall.

      Toby stacked Diana’s bags against the wall, placed his hat and cane on the ornate hall stand, then shrugged out of his heavy coat.

      Diana had already removed her bonnet and slipped out of her short coat. She reached up to hang it on one of the hall stand’s hooks. As Toby did the same with his coat, she tipped her head toward the lighted room. “Adrian’s in the study.” She raised her gaze to Toby’s face. “How much do we tell him? Everything?”

      Toby weighed the options, then softly replied, “Yes, everything. He deserves to know.”

      Briefly, she studied his eyes, then nodded and led the way.

      She opened the door and walked in, and Toby followed.

      He closed the door as Fellows looked up from the letter he was penning. “You’re back! Did you find your treasure?”

      Diana sank into one of the armchairs before the desk. “In a manner of speaking.” She briefly met Toby’s eyes, then returned her gaze to Fellows’s face. “We believe we now know where the papers are, but when we reached the surgery, Herschel was there, and he’d ransacked the entire place.”

      “What?” Fellows rapidly set aside his pen, then fixed his horrified gaze on them. “What happened?”

      Toby sat in the second armchair and let Diana do the telling. He wanted her to fully realize the import of what had occurred, and having to describe the details to Fellows would, he suspected, help.

      He waited until she reached the point of them quitting the Kleeblattgasse house, thoroughly riveting Fellows in the process, then leant forward and caught Fellows’s eyes. “Now that you’ve heard what type of men we need to avoid, you’ll appreciate that if we’re to leave Vienna with your children safely, we need to leave as soon as possible.” He shot a glance at Diana. “By that, I mean tomorrow morning, as early as possible. If we can get out of the city before Jager and Koch get wind of where Diana has been staying, they’ll have a much harder time picking up our trail.”

      Predictably, Diana frowned.

      Before she could protest, Toby went on. “Jager and Koch aren’t stupid. Lazy, yes. Stupid, no. They’ll ask around and learn that you’ve been spending time here and come looking for you. We don’t want to be here when they do.”

      “But they don’t know about the dispatches,” she said.

      “No,” he conceded. “And the household here should be safe from anything more than inquiries. No one would imagine that your father would have hidden the dispatches here.” He dipped his head to Fellows. “In the house of a dying friend.” Toby looked at Diana. “And as far as the Prussians or anyone else knows, you don’t have any idea where the packet is, so you can’t have hidden it here, either.”

      He paused, then continued, “We have a small window of opportunity to get cleanly away, without anyone—the Prussians or any other interested group—seeing which way we go. We need to seize that chance. Especially if we’re to take the children with us, we need to leave first thing tomorrow morning.”

      Diana stared at Toby and wished she could argue, but having seen the Prussian pair in action, she couldn’t. Her instincts were urging her to flee—to take the packet, the children, and go.

      Again, she felt as if she was being swept up and along by the tide of events.

      “But”—plainly confused, Adrian looked from her to Toby—“you haven’t yet found the dispatches, have you?”

      “Ah. Actually, I hope we have.” Briefly, she explained what she, with Toby’s help, had realized. “So we think Rupert the Bear is where Papa hid the packet.”

      Adrian blinked at her. “The bear you gave Evelyn? The one she carries everywhere?”

      Ruefully, Diana nodded. “I didn’t realize anything was inside, and I didn’t mention to Papa that I’d given the bear to Evelyn.”

      “Good Lord.” Adrian looked stunned anew.

      Toby stirred. “Before we go further, we should verify that the dispatches are, in fact, inside the bear.”

      Adrian frowned, but nodded. “Yes, of course.”

      Diana offered to go upstairs and fetch the bear, but Adrian insisted on going with her. Understanding that he was feeling extra protective of Evelyn and especially given he was approaching the hour when he would see his small daughter for the last time, Diana didn’t have the heart to argue.

      She followed him from the room, and without saying a word, Toby brought up the rear as they slowly climbed the stairs. Adrian slowed on the landing. From his poor color, he was plainly finding the exertion difficult. Before Diana could offer her arm, Toby stepped up and steadied Adrian.

      Adrian thanked him with a wan smile, and they continued more slowly up the second flight.

      On reaching the gallery, Adrian seemed to get a second wind. He led the way to Evelyn’s room, but after opening the door and looking at the small figure curled beneath the blankets, illuminated by the night-light left burning on her dresser, he leant against the doorjamb and waved Diana to the bed.

      She slipped past him and crossed the room on silent feet. As she’d expected, Rupert lay tumbled beside Evelyn under the covers. Diana knew Evelyn slept soundly. Gently, she raised the blanket just enough to ease the bear away from the little girl’s side and lift him out of the bed.

      Toby saw Diana straighten. She held up a good-sized knitted bear and examined it for signs of an enclosure.

      Plainly still uncertain, she crossed to the night-light on the dresser close by the door.

      He and Fellows watched as she studied the stitching along the bear’s spine.

      Her expression cleared. She looked up, then carried the bear to where they waited.

      She waved them back and closed the door behind her. Once it was shut, she whispered, “There’s a good stretch of new stitching, and I’m certain those stitches are Papa’s work.”

      Toby reached for the bear, and she allowed him to take it. The bear was well stuffed, but Toby’s hands were much stronger than a child’s. He squeezed the bear’s torso and could feel the stiffness of folded papers. When he eased his hold, they heard a faint crackle.

      He met Diana’s eyes, then Fellows’s. “It seems the packet is in there, but we need to be sure it’s what we think it is.”

      Fellows tipped his head downstairs. “Let’s go to the kitchen. The light will be much brighter, and Diana can do the honors there.”

      Diana took the bear and led the way. Toby followed with Fellows, keeping pace with the ailing man, ready to lend an arm if needed.

      Their progress was slow, punctuated by several pauses for Fellows to gather his strength. Eventually, they reached the kitchen at the rear of the ground floor. Diana had set the lights blazing, and they walked in to find her at the central table, re-examining the bear’s spine.

      Fellows fell into the nearest chair, at the end of the table. He’d grown paler, but his expression remained resolute, and of his mental acuity, Toby harbored no doubt.

      He halted beside Fellows.

      After one glance their way, Diana raised a pair of shears and focused on the bear’s back.

      For a second, she hesitated, the point of the shears hovering over the bear’s spine, and in a flash of insight, Toby understood that she’d realized this would be the last time she saw her father’s stitching—that she would have removed his stitches at other times, with human patients, and never would again—then her chin firmed, her grip on the shears tightened, and she applied the tip of the blades to the tiny stitches.

      She snipped down from the bear’s nape until a six-inch-long section gaped open. She laid aside the shears and, with the fingers of both hands, parted the wadding filling the bear’s body, then wriggled her fingers deeper until she could grasp and draw out the package hidden within the bear.

      She straightened and held up the packet so all of them could see it. A sheaf of folded papers lay inside a cylinder constructed of the finest oilcloth bound with a leather thong.

      Toby nodded. “That’s a courier’s packet.”

      Diana held it out to him, and he took it.

      After a brief examination, he undid the thong anchoring the flap at one end of the cylinder and slid the documents out.

      He set the oilcloth envelope aside and unrolled the papers. He ran his eyes down the first sheet, then flicked through the other documents, eight in all, rapidly scanning their contents.

      He looked at Diana, then at Fellows. “These are the dispatches I was sent to collect.”

      Diana stared at the documents. Toby wondered if she was seeing them as the cause of her father’s death.

      Then she raised her gaze to his face. “Where will you keep them now?”

      That was an excellent question. He rerolled the sheaf and returned the papers to their oilcloth wrapping while he considered the possibilities.

      In the chair alongside him, Fellows shifted and clasped his hands on the table. “As you’ve agreed to take the children with you, I suggest you put the papers back where they were.” Fellows’s gaze rested on the stuffed toy. “The dispatches have been safe from discovery there, and without your father’s hint, not even you would have thought to look inside Rupert the Bear.” He raised his gaze to Diana’s face and faintly smiled. “Your father was a past master at finding hiding places no one else ever thought of. And truly, who would ever think of looking for something like that inside a child’s toy?”

      Diana looked horrified.

      Before she could protest—a protest Toby fully understood but, given the realities of the situation, accepted was pointless—he calmly stated, “Returning the papers to Rupert the Bear won’t put Evelyn in any greater danger than she will be in simply by being with us as we journey to England. The dispatches, whether inside the bear or elsewhere, will be with us regardless. And Fellows is correct—your father’s choice was inspired. In the present situation, it could be argued that inside Rupert is the perfect hiding place.”

      Exasperation lit Diana’s eyes. “That’s just it—surely we need to rethink.” She gripped the back of a chair and looked at Fellows. “We agreed to take the children before we understood what the Prussians were capable of.”

      Quietly, Toby pointed out, “I knew. And knowing what our enemy is capable of doesn’t change the situation we face. It only serves to put us more fully on guard.”

      Fellows, Toby saw, was nodding.

      Seeing that his words had given Diana pause, he continued, “There’s also the fact that while the Prussians haven’t yet tracked you or me here, nothing is more certain than that they will ask around, as I did, and learn that in recent days, you’ve been staying here. While as I said before, the household itself should not be at risk, if the Prussians focus on you—on ways to make you amenable to doing what they wish—then I would rather the children, of whom you are, I would guess, widely known to be fond, weren’t around to be used as potential hostages.”

      Fellows’s eyes flew wide. “I hadn’t thought of that.” He swiveled to look up at Toby. “I would rather entrust my three darlings to you than court any risk whatsoever of them being used as pawns by these Prussians.”

      Toby met Fellows’s eyes. The man was drawing on reserves to keep functioning, to overcome his weakness and see his children safe. Toby inclined his head in understanding. “The more we learn, the more inclined I am to stand by our earlier agreement and take the children with us.”

      He and Fellows looked at Diana.

      She met their gazes, her expression one of unhappy resignation. “Papa shouldn’t have⁠—”

      “Put the papers in the bear?” Toby arched his brows, and when, her lips tight, she curtly nodded, he went on, “Your father had no way of knowing you would give the bear to Evelyn. He didn’t know you had. Instead, he would have felt certain that you would take the bear your mother made for you when you left.”

      Almost certainly, he imagined that, in your grief after his death, you would hold the bear tight and realize the papers were inside. Toby thought the words, but didn’t say them. Instead, he watched as the same understanding flowed through Diana’s mind, softening her features and clouding her eyes.

      He glanced at Fellows and saw that he was watching Diana. Toby followed Fellows’s gaze and sensed that her resistance to them taking the children had faded.

      After a further second’s silence, Toby stated, “No one’s to blame for the situation in which we find ourselves. Regardless of how it came to be, our duty is to find the best and safest way forward for all involved—all in this house—and the only viable path I can see is for Diana and me to take the children and leave Vienna as soon as possible, as early in the morning as we can manage it.”

      As he uttered the words, a vision of what he was proposing rose in his mind. He’d complained to Drake that this mission was one in which he, Toby, would be playing nursemaid. Evidently, Fate had heard him and was now laughing hysterically.

      Diana tightened her fingers around the chair’s top rail. She felt torn and even more helplessly swept along by the surging tide of the day and night’s events. She hadn’t had time to catch her mental breath, to step back, assess, and think.

      She met Adrian’s eyes. She had no idea what he saw in her face, but he reached across the table for her hand, and she gave it to him. He gripped her fingers with what strength he could muster and fixed his eyes on hers. “Please, Diana.” He gave her hand a small shake. “Take the children and go. It’s what Alicia would have wanted. Don’t worry about us here. You know the staff are loyal to the bone, and they’ll protect and care for me for however long I have. I have absolutely no doubt of that, and neither do you.”

      He was right, yet still she hesitated, truly uncertain of her wisest path. There was so much going on, so many different aspects that ought to be considered and weighed.

      As if sensing her turmoil, Adrian tightened his hold on her fingers. “I know you swore to Alicia that you would watch over us—over me as well as the children. You’ve been our rock over the past three years, unwavering, always there for us.” Searching her eyes, he smiled weakly. “Now, for her sake and mine, we need you to take our children to safety. I have no one left I can entrust them to here—not if there’s any sort of threat. You know that as well as I. I was always going to have to rely on you—on you and your father—to see the three safely to England. Now, with him gone and danger threatening…” He pressed her fingers and held her gaze. “Please do as we agreed earlier. Take the children with you and go with Cynster. It’s the safest and most sensible thing to do.”

      She read his conviction in his eyes. A second passed, and no one moved, and she realized he—and when she flicked a glance at Toby, saw that he, too—was waiting for her decision.

      Both were certain. Both were resolute and sure.

      Slowly, she nodded. “All right.” Briefly, she returned the pressure of Adrian’s fingers, then slipped hers free and looked down at Rupert the Bear. Now that she’d made her decision, her mind started to function with something approaching its customary efficiency. “Let me get my sewing kit, and we can resecure the dispatches in Papa’s chosen hiding place.”

      Toby silently released the breath he’d been holding. He said nothing as Diana bustled past him on her way out of the kitchen. When she’d left, presumably in search of her sewing kit, he met Fellows’s eyes and nodded in acknowledgment of the man’s help.

      Fellows nodded back. Now the moment had passed, he slumped lower in the chair, as if the interlude had drained him.

      Leaving him to recuperate, Toby took the oilskin packet and rounded the table to where Diana had stood. The bear lay face down, its back gaping. Carefully, Toby reinserted the packet into the space it had previously occupied, padded on all sides by the thick wadding inside the bear.

      Diana returned, and he stepped away and waved at his handiwork. She set down a small bag of supplies, inspected the bear, then nodded briskly. “That’s a good fit.” She pulled out a chair, sat, and drew the bear to her.

      While she threaded a needle and started to sew, Toby drew out a chair nearer to Fellows, sat, and started to plan.

      After a moment, he ventured, “We need to leave as early tomorrow as possible. That’s definite. If we can get out of the city without being seen by any of our potential pursuers, they’ll have a much harder time picking up our trail.” He paused, then went on, “That said, we have to plan for the possibility that they will, at some point, catch up with us. They may not, but we have to allow for the eventuality—we need to give ourselves the best chance of being able to lose them again. Consequently, whichever way we go, we should select our mode of transport, our route, and intermediate destinations with an eye to flexibility.”

      Adrian frowned. “I would much rather you didn’t tell me or anyone here which route you plan to take. While I’m sure the staff would never reveal anything knowingly, an unthinking comment at the market or similar is always possible.”

      Toby inclined his head. “In reality, other than our ultimate destination being somewhere in Britain, which route we take is going to remain uncertain until we’re on the very last leg, heading to some British port.”

      Sitting seemed to have restored Fellows’s energy somewhat. He nodded almost eagerly. “So, to how best to leave Vienna, then. What are your options?”

      Toby listed them—train, riverboat, carriage—and a discussion ensued as to which would best suit their needs, given they would be traveling with children.

      Diana’s observations were both practical and sensible. Toby took them as a sign that she’d accepted the inevitable and was, now, committed to the journey.

      Nevertheless, it was Fellows who insisted that their safest way forward lay in posing as a family traveling through Europe. “On holiday, seeing the sights.” Fellows looked from Toby to Diana, then back again. “You’re both old enough for Roland to be your eldest son. If Helga goes with you—and I’m sure she’ll insist on doing so—the image you’ll project will be the obvious one people will expect.”

      Toby could see that. Slowly, he nodded, then looked at Fellows. “Will the children play along?”

      “I would think so.” Fellows looked at Diana. “I suggest that all the children need to be told, at least to begin with, is that you’re taking them to stay with my aunt in England. I’ve already spoken with them about them needing to go there.”

      Diana looked unhappy, but Fellows seemed sure. He turned to Toby. “The children already know that I’m dying and that I won’t be with them for many more days. I’ll speak with them and ensure that they’re resigned to leaving with you in the morning.”

      Toby couldn’t imagine the emotional strength that would take and was grateful to Fellows for offering to pave the way on that front.

      Diana cleared her throat and drew the discussion back to their mode of transportation. “If we’re to travel as a family, what will be best?”

      “The train?” Fellows looked at Toby.

      He shook his head. “The train’s too obvious and also too restrictive, at least to start with. The same applies to going by river. Once on a boat or train, we’re stuck and can’t step off until the next river port or station.” He stirred. “In this instance, I suspect that, for us, leaving by carriage will be safest, not least because any potential pursuers will view traveling by carriage as the last option I would choose.”

      He caught Diana’s eyes. “They’ll assume that once I lay my hands on the dispatches, I’ll make for London by the fastest route, essentially fleeing ahead of them.”

      Fellows was nodding. “I can offer you my traveling coach, horses, and coachman for however long you need them.”

      “You mentioned a Helga.” Toby arched a brow. “Is she the children’s maid?”

      “Yes,” Diana replied. “She’s the maid who was with us in the gardens when you found us.”

      “Helga was my late wife’s lady’s maid,” Fellows said. “She’s English and is devoted to the children.”

      Toby nodded. “An extra pair of sensible hands that the children trust would be a good thing.” He wasn’t sure he could manage three children with only one other adult for support.

      He and Fellows thrashed out the details of coach, horses, and the coachman, Gunter, a local. “When we have no further need of the coach, I’ll send Gunter back here, but I have no idea how long it will be before he returns.”

      Fellows waved the caveat aside and turned the talk to funds.

      Although Toby assured Fellows he had more than sufficient, Fellows insisted on sending with the children all he had in the house. “For when they get to England. Speaking of which”—as if galvanized, Fellows pushed up from the chair—“I must write you an introduction to my aunt and her household. One to take with you.”

      On his feet, he paused, then looked at Diana. “I will also write to my aunt directly and will leave instructions with my solicitors here and also send word to my London firm regarding my will and the arrangements for the children.”

      The clocks whirred and bonged for one o’clock. Fellows nodded to himself. “I’ll start on the letters now.”

      As he turned to leave, presumably for his study, Toby also rose. “Do you have any maps of Austria and Europe?”

      “I do, yes.” With his head, Fellows indicated the study. “Come. I’ll get them for you.”

      They left Diana still sewing.

      When Toby returned, maps in hand, he found her on her feet.

      She showed him the repaired bear. “I’d better take this back before Evelyn wakes and finds him gone.”

      He nodded. “You’d be wise to get what sleep you can.”

      As she bustled past him, he hesitated, then turned and said, “Also”—he waited until she stopped and looked back, one fine brown eyebrow rising—“if you can find a gold ring, something that will pass for a wedding band, that will help with our disguise.”

      Her expression was cloaked in shadows, but her nod was all practicality. “I collected my mother’s jewelry from the house before we left. There’ll be something there that will suit.”

      He dipped his head, and she turned and walked off, bear swinging from one hand.

      Relieved that she seemed unperturbed by the prospect of their impending charade, of pretending to the world that she was his wife, he went to the table and spread the maps upon it.

      He sat and settled to assess the myriad routes, comprising combinations of road, rail, river, and sea, by which he—with a wife, three children, and a maid in tow—could travel from Vienna to London. He was reassured to discover that at virtually every town, he would have options regarding which road to take.

      Even with a family with him.

      “Not,” he muttered, “something I imagined I would ever have.”

      He could almost hear Fate cackling.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Toby was on high alert as he oversaw the loading of the Fellows coach. Dawn had only just broken, and although the coach was drawn up at the curb in front of the house, those in the neighboring houses had yet to stir, and there were few others in the streets. Few people to take note of their departure.

      Once more garbed as a wealthy businessman, Toby helped the footman hoist the larger bags up to Gunter, the coachman, who was packing the roof rack. Smaller items were handed to Helga inside the coach, and she placed them in the luggage racks above the seats.

      In the small hours, Toby had returned to the hotel at which he’d been staying, got two hours’ sleep, then packed, paid his shot, and walked back to the Fellows house.

      As he tossed his bags and others up to Gunter, he constantly scanned their surroundings, but saw no one who wasn’t a local. He wondered how long their luck would hold.

      The children came out to make sure their bags were inside the coach or on its roof. Fellows came with them, and Toby wasn’t surprised to see that all three children were somber and subdued. From Roland’s expression as he took in the scene, then looked at his father, Toby suspected the older boy had some sense of the gravity of what was going on, and his brother, Bryce, was picking up on his older sibling’s concern.

      Although Evelyn, clutching Rupert to her small chest, matched her brothers in seriousness, she seemed otherwise untouched by any premonition. When she spotted Toby, she smiled her brilliant smile. “This is going to be so much fun!” She rocked from heel to toe. “It’s lovely of you to take us to visit with Papa’s auntie.”

      Toby managed a smile in return. “It will be a pleasure to travel with you, poppet.”

      A gruff woof had her turning, and she clapped her hands. “Here’s Bruno, too!”

      Being led out on a lead by the footman, the terrier mix was a last-minute addition to the traveling party. On being informed that morning of their unexpected journey, the children had dug in their heels over taking the dog, who was, apparently, their constant companion.

      Both Fellows and Diana had been inclined to argue and might even have issued a veto had Toby not stepped in to readily agree. He was very accustomed to dogs, and having some idea of how much the animal might help the boys, especially, to come to grips with the parting and the loss yet to come, he’d caught Fellows’s eye, then Diana’s, and both had shut their lips on their protests, so Bruno’s bed and his toys and some food had been packed and were now lashed on the roof as well.

      “Bruno!” As, straining on his leash, the dog reached her, Evelyn crouched, wound one arm around the dog’s shaggy neck, and hugged him. Then she released him and waved to the carriage. “Up you go. You don’t want to be left behind.”

      To Toby’s amusement, the dog happily leapt into the carriage. Grinning, the footman leant inside and handed the lead to Helga, who sniffed but commanded Bruno to lie down.

      As if to prove what a good boy he was, the dog immediately obeyed.

      Toby wasn’t fooled. Bruno would do anything not to be left behind.

      “Evelyn!”

      The little girl turned and saw her father holding out his hand to her. She flung Toby a last smile and skipped up the path to grasp her father’s hand. Fellows drew the three children back to the porch, where a chair had been set for him to rest.

      Toby saw Fellows gather the children to him and looked away. The pathos of the moment was inexorably building.

      Diana, dressed for traveling in gray skirts and matching jacket-coat, bustled out of the house, carrying a hamper of fruit and cakes that the cook had thrown together at short notice. Toby stepped back from the coach doorway, surveying the street and park again while Diana handed the hamper to Helga and leant inside the coach to confer with the experienced maid.

      When she stepped back, her gaze went to the small gathering on the porch. From her expression, she was as sensitive to the moment as Toby was.

      He followed her gaze and saw Fellows speaking earnestly to the children, patently seeking to reassure them even while saying goodbye for what Roland, at least, seemed to understand would be the last time.

      Toby felt something in his chest constrict as he saw the older boy solemnly nod as if accepting a commission from his father. Without consciously deciding to do so, Toby found himself making a silent vow to do all he could to help the three children deal with what was to come.

      He was a trifle shaken by how powerfully that vow resonated inside him.

      Seeking distraction, he looked at Diana and saw her throw off her own sadness, shaking it aside as she drew her gaze from the porch and plunged back into her self-appointed role of chief organizer.

      Despite the weariness and sadness in her eyes, she’d been tireless in marshaling the household to satisfy his wish to leave at first light.

      He had already thought of her as being like his sister Pru, and with her innate bossiness, she was demonstrating the accuracy of that comparison. Luckily, her liking for being in control didn’t bother him; he’d been dealing with Pru—working around her—all his life. And in this situation, having a bossy chief organizer was proving critically helpful in getting them underway.

      Diana did her damnedest to keep her thoughts fixed on the practical aspects of packing the coach and leaving. She and Adrian had woken the children at an early hour, and she’d done her best to reassure all three with the straightforward explanation that she and Adrian had agreed on to account for the sudden journey, namely that she and Toby had to leave for England today and had agreed to assist Adrian by taking the children with them.

      She’d got the children moving by regaling them with vague tales of the adventures that might befall them during the journey. Evelyn was delighted, her attention caught, as was Bryce’s, but at nine years old, Roland was harder to distract.

      Diana had stood beside Adrian as he’d explained to the three that she and Toby would stand in Adrian’s stead throughout the journey and that he wanted them to trust and obey her and Toby as they would him. Bryce and Evelyn had no hesitation in agreeing, but Roland, she’d been sure, had understood the implications. His lower lip had quivered, but Adrian had taken Roland’s hand and pressed it, and his older son had swallowed his tears and agreed to look after his younger brother and sister.

      And leave his dying father behind.

      No such words were spoken, but for an instant, that understanding had shone in Roland’s eyes.

      When Adrian had opened his arms to his children, Roland had hugged him tightest of all.

      Finally, the last of the bags was secured on the roof, and Gunter dropped onto the box seat and picked up the reins.

      On the porch, Adrian stood and, ushering the children before him, slowly stepped down to the path and made his way to the coach.

      Diana ruthlessly refused to let herself think about this being the last time she would see Adrian. The last time he would see his children and they, him. If she allowed the understanding to rise in her mind, her sorrow would drown her.

      And she couldn’t afford to cry. For the children’s sakes, she couldn’t afford to let her mask of excited eagerness slip.

      On reaching the pavement beside the coach, Adrian bent and, with an effort, hoisted Evelyn into his arms. He hugged her close, and smiling happily, she hugged him back.

      “Goodbye, Papa!” She placed a smacking kiss on his cheek.

      Adrian drew in a breath and looked at Diana.

      Keeping the lid slammed on her own emotions, she smiled and reached for Evelyn. “Come along, miss. It’s time to get into the coach!”

      “Yay!” With Rupert dangling from one hand, Evelyn went to Diana, leaving her father’s arms for the last time.

      Diana gathered the little girl in and hugged her, then with Toby’s steadying hand beneath her elbow, she climbed into the coach.

      Toby saw Diana settle the little girl by the window on the other side of Helga, who was ensconced in the middle of the rear-facing seat, and struggled to put the right face on, to find the right expression for a truly sad moment that simply had to be.

      Before the carriage’s open door, Fellows bent and spoke with his sons.

      Watching, Toby felt the bone-deep sadness in the man, yet it was countered by a quiet rock-solid assurance that this parting was in his children’s best interests.

      That letting them go and waving them goodbye was the best thing he could do for them.

      Fellows’s strength in clinging so resolutely to that decision left Toby humbled, impressed, and deeply moved.

      Diana came to the carriage door and watched for an instant, then she switched her gaze to Toby and met his eyes.

      Their mutual unvoiced understanding of everything that fraught moment encompassed was shared in that brief exchange.

      Then the horses shifted, jolting the coach. Gunter immediately soothed them, but the disruption reminded everyone of the passage of time.

      Diana met Adrian’s eye and nodded. Not wanting to cry in front of the children, she’d taken her leave of him earlier, assuring him that she would take care of his children and wishing him as easy a time as God allowed over the coming weeks. Their friendship was one she would cherish all her life, and she’d told him so.

      He’d tried to thank her for her help, but she’d brushed his words aside and simply stated, “It’s what people do for those they love.”

      With that, she’d bustled off to organize some more so that her tears fell only on the inside.

      Now she drew her gaze one last time from his and, beckoning, backed into the coach. “Come up, boys. It’s time we were away.”

      She sat and met Helga’s eyes. “Do we have everything?”

      Helga glanced at the racks above, then at the ceiling. “I can’t think of anything we haven’t packed. We’ve even got a water bowl for Bruno. And three balls.”

      Diana nodded, her gaze shifting outside.

      She watched as Adrian hugged his sons, first Bryce, then Roland. Then he straightened and touched their heads. “Go, now.” He gestured to the carriage steps.

      Toby was there to help first Bryce, then Roland up. He didn’t propel either boy but was simply close enough to provide whatever help they needed.

      Diana took over and directed the boys into their assigned positions, Bryce beside her, by the window opposite Evelyn, and Roland on Helga’s other side, opposite the space Toby would occupy beside Diana.

      As, unusually somber and quiet, the boys settled on the seats, Diana saw Toby turn to Adrian and offer his hand.

      Adrian gripped it and smiled wearily, yet warmly. “Thank you.”

      Although Toby spoke softly, Diana heard him say, “Rest assured, we will get the children to England safely, even if I have to move heaven and hell to do it.”

      Toby looked into Fellows’s eyes and let the man see his sincerity.

      Fellows read his eyes and understood. His grip tightened for an instant, then he released Toby’s hand, cleared his throat, and rather hoarsely said, “Go, now, and Godspeed!”

      Realizing Fellows was at the end of his reserves, Toby saluted him, then climbed into the coach and shut the door. He picked up his cane, which he’d left on the floor, and used the end to tap the ceiling.

      The coach lurched as Gunter gave the horses the office, then started rolling down the street.

      Through the windows, Toby and Roland looked back at the house. Everyone—Fellows, with his butler at his elbow, and all the staff who had assembled on the porch—waved. Silently. All there knew they were trying to avoid drawing attention to their departure.

      Roland raised his hand and waved back, his young face already etched with loss, sorrow, and a touch of trepidation, then the coach turned, and he could no longer see his father.

      Toby watched as Roland lowered his hand. The boy seemed to turn his attention inward. Toby knew well enough to let him be, at least for now.

      On the other side of the coach, Bryce was quiet, yet didn’t seem fearful, while Evelyn was eagerly looking out of the window and all but bouncing on the seat.

      Toby had told Gunter what route to take to leave the city. As the coach rattled past the city walls, Toby glanced at Diana.

      She was looking at him, and their gazes met and held.

      The sense of a break—of the end of one era of life and the beginning of another—swept over him.

      Over them.

      The past was the past, and the challenges that Fate elected to throw in their path between there and London were what they now had to face.

      Their gazes shifted. Diana started to pull off her gloves. Toby glanced at her hands and noted that she had, indeed, found a ring to pass as a wedding band.

      Nothing else could more clearly state that she was committed to their new roles.

      “So,” he murmured, “from here on, it’s you, me, Helga, and the children.”

      She glanced down. “And Bruno. Don’t forget Bruno.”

      Toby followed her gaze to where the dog lay happily stretched on the floor.

      Then Evelyn leant forward, looked at Diana and Toby, and with a wide smile, declared, “We’re off on our adventure!”

      The boys looked at her and, although still subdued, said nothing to dim her excitement.

      Toby smiled at her. “Indeed, we are.” And left it at that.
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      Several hours later, Heinrik Maier raised his cane and knocked smartly on the door of the doctor’s surgery in Kleeblattgasse. When no response came, he tapped again with the same result. He shared a quick glance with the well-dressed woman who stood beside him, then he reached for the doorknob, turned it, and warily pushed open the door.

      “Hello? Herr Doctor?” Heinrik stepped over the threshold and halted. His lips tightened at the sight of the carnage.

      The woman—Eva Graf—crowded in behind him. “Oh.” She glanced around. “Someone’s been here before us.”

      “Evidently.”

      Having heard no sound from deeper in the house, Heinrik moved forward, sliding past the upturned desk to advance down the corridor. Both he and Eva were dressed as well-to-do citizens. In both their cases, the image they projected was more or less true.

      Heinrik noted the destruction in the two consulting rooms they passed. As they neared the end of the corridor, he released the catch on his sword stick, but there proved to be no reason to draw the blade. They were alone in the house.

      It didn’t take long to survey the wreckage in the large rear room.

      “Well!” One hand on her shapely hip, Eva glanced around. “I have to say that your English friend is thorough.”

      Heinrik sighed. “Toby Cynster is not a friend.” Not exactly. “It would be more correct to say that he’s a well-disposed rival. That means he’s a rival first and not truly a friend as such. Still…” Looking around the room, Heinrik shook his head. “Cynster wouldn’t have done this.”

      At the certainty in his tone, Eva cocked a skeptical brow. “Perhaps he was in a rush.”

      “No. Such destruction is not his way. He would have searched thoroughly, but he wouldn’t have broken things indiscriminately.” With his cane, he pointed at a shattered vase. “No need to break the crockery, and he wouldn’t have wasted his time.” Heinrik waved an exquisitely gloved hand, indicating the debris all around them. “This suggests that the Prussians we were warned about were here.”

      Eva frowned.

      Quite why their masters had saddled Heinrik with an agent fresh out of training, he didn’t know. They’d told him that Eva Graf showed a lot of promise, and from what he’d seen thus far, Heinrik wasn’t inclined to argue. Yet he strongly suspected that his masters had caught a whiff of his ennui, his growing dissatisfaction with this secretive and often dangerous life, and had set Eva in place to report on him—on his state of mind.

      He could appreciate that the prospect of an agent of his experience and caliber deciding he’d had enough and walking away wasn’t one their masters relished.

      After mulling his words, Eva ventured, somewhat carefully, “I’m not sure I understand the point of this mission. Herschel reported that the Prussians were blackmailing him, that under orders from them, he’d killed Locke—or caused him to die, at least—and that he’d been told to find and hand over the missing dispatches to them, the dispatches being theirs in the first place.” She met Heinrik’s eyes. “But aren’t the Germans our allies?”

      Heinrik inwardly sighed. “Yes, they are, but in this game, every country acts first and foremost for itself. In this case, we would rather find the dispatches ourselves. One, because we want to know what they contain that has the Prussians so hot and bothered and wanting them so desperately. Intelligence, even—or perhaps especially—on allies is always welcome. If we can lay our hands on the dispatches, our superiors will read them, then copy them, before making a great production of handing them back to the Germans. In doing so, not only would we have learned something almost certain to be useful in some way, but we would have placed the Germans in our debt, and the latter is never to be sneezed at.”

      While he’d been speaking, he’d started to move through the lower floor, confirming that the other rooms were equally devoid of interest to them.

      Eva trailed after him. When he paused at the base of the stairs leading upward, she asked, “You said that’s one reason. What’s the other?”

      “The second”—Heinrik climbed the stairs—“is that we also want to know why the English want the information.”

      Eva followed him. “Surely they just want to know what the Germans are up to, like we do.”

      “Possibly.” Heinrik reached the top of the stairs and paused to inspect the mess. “But the question is why. Why do they want to know? Is there some specific reason? We would like to learn which reports of German activities are of sufficient interest to the British for Winchelsea to dispatch one of his most senior operatives and a relative to boot to fetch them.” He moved silently from room to room, surveying the devastation with a critical eye. “Knowing what is covered in the missing dispatches will likely give us some insight into what concerns the British have in the same geographical area.”

      Eva’s attention had been drawn to the ripped bedding and scattered clothes. “Given all this desperate searching, one is tempted to assume that the Prussians must have found their missing dispatches.”

      “If so, one would be wrong.” Heinrik turned to her. “Think. Every room here has had everything in it overturned and thoroughly searched.” He gestured around them. “Nothing, but nothing, has been left undisturbed. If the Prussians had found what they were after, wouldn’t they have stopped at that point?” He gestured along the corridor to the room at its end. “Even the bathing chamber has been searched.”

      Understanding dawned in Eva’s fine-featured face. “Ah. I see.”

      “Indeed. The extent of the search leads me to conclude that they didn’t find their missing dispatches here.”

      Slowly, Eva looked around, then said, “But Locke died weeks ago, yet Herschel was killed only last night.”

      Heinrik nodded. “I was recalled from St. Petersburg after Locke died and Herschel had an attack of conscience and contacted our office. The Prussians arrived quite a few weeks before that, but lay low, apparently thinking to use Herschel to get the dispatches for them. He’d been indiscreet while at medical school in Hamburg. The fool got trapped between trying to manage the Prussians’ demands while also secretly working for us. And while our superiors have been watching the Prussians, Herschel’s death—the murder of an Austrian national—gave them an ironclad excuse to send in one of their own.”

      “Us,” Eva said, a correction of sorts.

      Heinrik merely inclined his head.

      After a moment, Eva asked, “What about this Englishman—Toby Cynster? Are we likely to cross his path?”

      “If he is here, then yes, very likely, but our office got word only yesterday that Cynster might—and that’s definitely only a might—be in the city. The sighting was by no means certain, and we haven’t had a chance to confirm it as yet. At this point, given that Cynster showing up at this juncture wouldn’t surprise anyone, we’ll be best served by assuming he is, in fact, here and is also hunting for these dispatches.”

      She frowned. “Could Herschel being run over and killed have been an accident?”

      “Theoretically, but his body was found outside the walls in an area where the type of carriage that inflicted his injuries is rarely seen. And word is that he wasn’t killed in that location. His body was moved. All of that suggests it wasn’t an accident. But regardless of whether the Prussians did for Herschel or not, whether they caused all this damage or not, there is another observation that argues strongly that they haven’t yet found their dispatches.”

      Eva studied him. “What observation?”

      He smiled. “Two Prussians called in at the apothecary on the corner this morning and asked after Locke’s daughter and where she might be found.”

      Eva eyed him narrowly. “That was why you bought cough drops and were chatting with the assistant.”

      Heinrik smiled. “Just so.”

      “You’re supposed to share information with me.”

      “I just did. But my point is that the Prussians wouldn’t still be nosing around this morning if they’d already found their dispatches.” Heinrik walked into the bedroom where more feminine touches were visible among the detritus. He halted just inside. “This was Fraulein Locke’s room. Look around. If you were going on a journey, what would you take?”

      Eva paused beside him. “My coat.” She walked to the armoire, its doors hanging wide. She hunted through the pile of dresses tossed in a heap on the floor. “I can’t see any coat—not even one of the new jacket-coats. No traveling clothes at all, in fact.”

      “Hmm. She’s lived here for years—she might not have had a lot of traveling clothes. And having taken her coat simply means that she’s gone for a walk—yes, that’s unlikely—or she could be staying with friends.”

      Eva narrowed her eyes in thought, then said, “My hairbrush.” She looked at the empty dressing-table top, then searched among the debris. “I can’t see that, either.”

      Heinrik shrugged. “She could still be staying with friends.”

      Eva cast him an exasperated look, then her face cleared, and she looked back at the dressing table. “My good jewelry.”

      After she’d hunted and discovered the secret drawer, tellingly empty, she turned to Heinrik, triumph lighting her face. “She’s gone, hasn’t she? She’s taken the papers and fled.”

      Heinrik nodded in approval. “As she hasn’t stormed into the local police station or any other office to report this destruction, I believe we’re on solid ground in concluding that Fraulein Locke does, indeed, have the dispatches. The questions that lie before us now are, first, where has she gone? And second, did Cynster find her, and is she with him?”
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        * * *

      

      It was midmorning when Huber, the Fellows butler, responded to a peremptory knock upon the residence’s front door. He opened the door to discover two men garbed in long black-leather coats.

      Huber recognized neither man. He arched his brows. “Yes?”

      The shorter, younger, barrel-chested man held a small sheaf of red roses. “We would like to speak with Fraulein Locke.”

      Mindful of the orders his master had given regarding anyone asking after Fraulein Locke, Huber paused, assembling the correct words.

      Impatient, the shorter man gestured with the roses. “These are for Fraulein Locke on the occasion of her father’s death.”

      Despite his training, Huber’s surprise showed in his face. Herr Locke had died three weeks ago.

      Noting his reaction, the second man—older, thinner, with a scarred face—said, “We only just heard the sad news.”

      Huber didn’t believe that for a moment. “Ah.” He nodded. “I see. Sadly, Fraulein Locke is no longer with us.”

      The older man’s colorless eyes narrowed on Huber’s face. “She’s left?”

      It was a necessary skill for all good butlers to be able to bend the truth convincingly, and Huber prided himself on being an exemplar of his craft. His expression open, with not a flicker of hesitation, he replied, “Our understanding is that Fraulein Locke has left Vienna and is not expected to return.”

      The older man’s eyes hardened, but his tone was civil, if commanding, when he asked, “Do you know how she intended to travel?”

      “Or,” the younger man added hopefully, “by what route?”

      Huber paused as if consulting his memory, then vouchsafed, “I believe that the last time she called, when she took her leave of this household, she mentioned she was traveling to London, but was as yet uncertain of her route.” He tipped his head. “That said, she gave the impression of wishing to reach London as soon as possible, so I imagine she would choose whatever was the fastest way to get there.”

      The younger man grimaced.

      The older appeared to be grinding his teeth. After a second’s pause, he nodded a dismissal to Huber. “Thank you.”

      Huber half bowed. He remained standing in the doorway as the leather-coated pair retreated down the front path and through the gate, then strode off down the street.

      Allowing a small smile to curve his lips, Huber stepped back and closed the door.
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        * * *

      

      As the morning wore on, Toby sat in the rocking carriage, eyeing the children and wondering how long their distraction with the novelty of setting out on the journey would last.

      The trio still had their noses pressed to the glass—in at least two cases, literally—and remained absorbed with pointing out and exclaiming over the various country sights. Cows, horses in paddocks, sheep, men working in fields, some children playing about a haystack. The game of spotting anything interesting had started as soon as they’d passed out of the embrace of Vienna’s old walls. Even Roland had been drawn into the activity.

      Toby was keeping a close eye on the older boy. He was fairly certain that, unlike his younger siblings, Roland had a reasonable understanding of death, of its finality, and therefore, that their recent parting from their father would be forever.

      That he would never see his father again.

      The loss of a parent was a major life hurdle Toby himself had yet to face. Roland had already lost his mother. When awareness of what had occurred that morning—the irreversibility of it—sank in…

      Consequently, Toby remained watchful on that front.

      At present, although less exuberant than the younger two, Roland remained engaged in pointing out the sights visible from his side of the coach, yet whether he was genuinely engrossed or participating only because his juniors expected it, Toby couldn’t tell.

      He slid his gaze past Diana—seated beside him—to Bryce, who was ensconced on her other side. Although just a year younger than Roland, Bryce was clearly unsure what the emotion-laden parting truly meant. Yes, they’d left their father behind, but Toby wasn’t convinced Bryce didn’t assume that he would see his father again. That this journey was merely a trip, an adventure, and ultimately, they would return to the house in Lowelstrasse, and everything would be just as it had been.

      While in the main, Bryce took his lead from Roland, in this instance, separated from his older brother by the width of the carriage and with Evelyn’s untempered exuberance in front of him as she bounced on the seat opposite and gaily pointed at this and that, Bryce had eschewed the adult seriousness he didn’t understand and readily plunged into the game with his sister.

      She, of course, was enjoying herself with the unfettered delight of childhood, when so many sights, sounds, and things were new and novel, and security and safety were always there, taken for granted.

      Toby felt certain Evelyn had no real idea she would never see her father again. She was at that stage of childhood in which life was simple, a series of events that occurred each day, and with her sunny disposition, she saw the best in every situation.

      Seated between Evelyn and Roland on the rear-facing bench, Helga appeared relaxed and, possibly, dozing. The maid was, Toby judged, somewhere in her later forties, with steel-gray hair drawn back in a neat but not severe bun. Her face was round, her features soft and pleasant, and her figure of the well-padded sort that promised hugs and cuddles.

      Despite her gentle, comfortable appearance, Toby had seen Helga steer the children—not command but guide—with a firm hand, and the three, even Roland, accepted her directions without question.

      That was reassuring. They had three adults to manage three children; that sounded safe enough.

      Less “safe,” at least for Toby, was having to travel in such close proximity to Diana Locke. He was itchingly conscious of her warmth beside him, even though they were both wearing overcoats and were sitting sufficiently far apart that only the heavy fabrics touched.

      Ignoring the oddly insistent awareness, the drag on his senses she seemed to exert, he transferred his gaze to the scene beyond the window just as they rolled past a signpost to a minor village.

      Roland had seen the signpost. Frowning, he looked at Toby. “You told Gunter we would go to Graz, but I just remembered—we went past the turnoff some way back.”

      Toby smiled reassuringly. “We’re not going by that road.” He’d told Gunter to eschew the most-frequented route to Graz in favor of continuing through Neunkirchen and Gloggnitz. “There’s another, rather shorter road farther on. We’ll stop and see what’s in the hamper and let Bruno have a bit of a run”—and let everyone else stretch their legs—“then take the other road. We should reach Graz in time for lunch.”

      Late lunch, admittedly, but they had the contents of the hamper to tide them over until then.

      In deciding their route, he was doing all he could to keep open their options for potential destinations. From where they were, they could drop down to Graz or swing north to Salzburg. If anyone picked up their trail in Vienna, he wanted as many chances as possible for any such pursuers to take a wrong turn.

      They rattled on, and to stop himself fixating on the lady beside him, he turned his mind to what behavioral changes he would need to make to believably appear as a gentleman escorting his family about Europe on a sightseeing holiday.

      Not long after, they approached their turnoff, just outside the village of Krieglach. There was a grassy area shaded by trees opposite the road they needed to take, and Gunter brought the coach and horses to a halt there, where a trough provided water for the horses.

      Gunter swung to the ground, and while he tended the horses, Toby climbed down and helped his “family” to descend.

      When Bruno leapt down at Roland’s heels, Toby handed Roland the dog’s leash. “There’s sure to be rabbits about. Don’t let him get free.”

      “I won’t,” Roland said as Bruno tugged him toward the trough.

      Helga handed Toby the basket, and he helped her down the steps. Next came Bryce and Evelyn, and at the last, Diana held out her hand, and Toby gripped it and steadied her to the grass.

      She retrieved her fingers as if his touch burned and busied herself straightening her skirts.

      He noticed, but pretended not to.

      Helga had already spread out a traveling rug. She sat at one corner and started unpacking the hamper.

      The children were running hither and yon over the thick grass, laughing as they played with Bruno.

      From where she stood a yard from Toby, Diana murmured, “We were right to bring him—Bruno, I mean.”

      Toby nodded. “The more they have in their lives that’s normal, the more settled they’ll be.” The better able to cope.

      Other conveyances of various sorts rattled past in both directions. The sky was pale blue, hazed by thin clouds that hung more definitely over the purple mountains lining the horizon ahead.

      The children spotted the goodies Helga was laying out—cakes, buns, cheese, and fruit—and came swooping back to fall on the rug and make their selections.

      Toby grinned. “Food always works. Good to be reminded of that.”

      When, plainly curious, Diana threw him a questioning glance, he admitted, “I’ve never traveled with children before. Not as an adult. And as one of the younger siblings in my family, although I know our parents traveled with us occasionally, on holiday visits here and there, I can’t remember how they managed us.”

      “Well”—a somewhat rueful smile curved her lips—“as I’m an only child, your memories, however faint, will be more useful than mine.”

      “But you’ve had more experience of these three. You’ll have more insight into what works to steer them in the direction we need them to go.”

      She made an equivocal sound, and he and she went to join the group on the rug.

      The children were soon satiated and leapt up again to run and play.

      Toby and Diana watched them.

      Diana observed, “The more energy they run off, the better, at least in terms of getting to our next stop.”

      Helga murmured in agreement.

      With the horses settled, Gunter joined them.

      Diana glanced at Toby. “So what’s next?”

      Toby tipped his head toward the minor road. “That’s our route to Graz, but it would be helpful to pick our moment so that no one sees us turning that way.”

      “In case someone comes following us?” Diana asked.

      Toby nodded. “Just in case.”

      He and Gunter discussed the road ahead, then Gunter went to ready the horses.

      With Diana, Toby helped Helga repack the hamper and refold the rug, then he assisted Helga back into the carriage. That done, he and Diana called the children and, between them, got all three and Bruno reloaded and settled in their places.

      After helping Diana into the coach, Toby looked up at Gunter. “Pick your moment.”

      Gunter saluted with his whip, and Toby climbed inside and shut the door.

      After several minutes, during which two smart carriages rolled past on their way into the village, Gunter gave his horses the office, and the coach lurched over the grass and back onto the road.

      A minute later, they made the turn into the smaller road.

      Both Toby and Diana, who leant across Evelyn, now sitting beside her, peered back toward the road they’d left, watching for as long as they could.

      When the road curved, they both faced forward.

      Toby glanced at Diana. “I didn’t see anyone.”

      “Nor did I. I don’t think anyone saw us turn.”

      Although Bryce and Evelyn had returned to their country-sight-spotting game, Roland had been paying attention to Toby and Diana’s words and asked, “So now we’re on the road to Graz?”

      Toby nodded. “This will take us southeast for a little while, then directly south to Weiz, which is not far from Graz.”

      Roland dipped his head in understanding, then sat back. Rather than join his younger siblings’ game, he seemed to sink into his thoughts.

      Toby watched him. After a moment, he glanced at Diana and saw that she was watching Roland, too, with a similar concern in her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Toby gave the children until they reached Weiz to grow reconciled, each in their own way, to the trip and for the novelty of being in the coach and out in the countryside to subside before broaching the subject of them all needing to behave as a family.

      He had no idea how long it would take for them to get over leaving—losing—their father, Roland especially, but regardless, Toby had to recruit them into the deception that he and Diana were attempting to promote, namely that of being a family. Arguably, when it came to keeping them safe, that charade would be the most critical element in deflecting any pursuers.

      The coach rolled through the center of Weiz, and Gunter took the road to Graz.

      Knowing the time had come, Toby leant forward, his forearms on his knees and, as the children’s gazes swung his way, said, “We’ll be in Graz soon, and we’ll stop at an inn there for lunch.”

      All three children’s expressions brightened.

      Toby smiled. “However, on this trip, we have to play a game.”

      “What game?” Evelyn looked eager, her enthusiasm shining.

      “We’ll be playing a charade,” he said. “That’s a game of pretense, of pretending.”

      “You’re all good at pretending, I know,” Diana put in.

      The trio grinned and nodded.

      “All right, then,” Toby went on. “What we, all of us—you three, me, Diana, and even Helga—have to pretend on this trip is that we’re a family.” He looked from one child to the other, meeting their gazes, his own gaze direct, his expression open and sincere. “I have to pretend to be the father, Diana is to be the mother, and you three need to pretend to be our children, with Helga your nursemaid.”

      “And Bruno as our family dog!” Bryce stated.

      Smiling, Toby nodded. “Just so.”

      From Evelyn’s and Bryce’s expressions, they were very ready to embark on the game. Roland, however, looked somber, possibly unconvinced.

      Growing serious, Toby spoke, directing his words more at Roland than the others. “Diana and I promised your father to do all we can to see you three safely to your great-aunt’s house in England. But there are men who will likely follow us and try to get in our way.” He paused, weighing the wisdom of telling them more, but forewarned was forearmed, and he needed them with their eyes open. “Unfortunately, those men might be dangerous, not just to me and Diana but to all of us.”

      His wave encompassed the six of them in the coach, Helga included. Although she was listening as intently as the children, she appeared calm and unperturbed.

      When Toby returned his gaze to Roland, to his surprise, the boy nodded with transparent understanding. “That’s why we have to play our game—our charade.” Leaning forward, he explained to his siblings, “Because those following aren’t looking for a family. They’ll ask about two grown-ups traveling together, not about a family, so they won’t find our trail.”

      “Exactly so.” Toby allowed approval to shine in his eyes. He felt relieved as well, but kept that hidden.

      “So,” Diana said, “when we stop for lunch, and there are other people about, we—all of us—need to behave as if we’re a family.” Her expression encouraging, she looked at Evelyn, then Bryce, and finally at Roland. “Can you do that, do you think?”

      Toby was watching Roland, wondering how the boy would respond. Understanding a need might not be enough to have him pretend that Toby was his father.

      “I can!” Evelyn piped up, her tone emphatic. “You will be Mama, and Mr. Cynster will be Papa.”

      Her declaration had Bryce nodding in ready agreement.

      Toby returned his gaze to Roland.

      The boy met his eyes and nodded, too. “Papa told us we would need to pretend to be a family, and he said he wanted us to do it as well as we could.”

      Not for the first time, Toby blessed Adrian Fellows. Outwardly, he smiled encouragingly. “Excellent.” He’d noticed cottages appearing along the road. “We’re coming into Graz. We’ll be at the inn where we’ll stop for lunch soon, and there’ll be plenty of people there, so let’s see how well we perform.”

      He deliberately made it sound like a challenge. In his experience, children responded well to challenges.

      Diana caught his eye and added, “Indeed.” She looked at the children. “This will be our first performance, as it were. Let’s see how well we can do.”

      Unsurprisingly, the children were enthused.

      Diana ran her gaze over their faces and was unwillingly impressed by how well Toby had navigated a difficult subject. All three children, even Roland, were now thoroughly engaged with their necessary charade and content to be so. That was no mean feat.

      Then the carriage drew up outside an inn in the main square, and she had to turn her mind to behaving as if she was their mother.

      If Toby was feeling his way over traveling as a father with children, she was in even deeper waters pretending to be a mama.

      She felt very much on her mettle as they descended in the inn’s yard, and she and Toby, assisted by Helga, ushered the children inside. Sorting out who should do what as they went, they managed to arrange seating and for food and drinks to be supplied.

      They sat and ate and behaved exactly as a family.

      She slanted surreptitious glances at others in the room, but no one seemed to detect anything untoward in their performance. And indeed, as the minutes passed and she grew more immersed in the role—helping Evelyn with her food and assuring her that Rupert the Bear, squashed on the bench beside Evelyn, didn’t need any pie—Diana sensed instincts rising that left her more alert and watchful than she would usually be.

      In a flash of insight, she realized that, contrary to her belief to that point, she did, in fact, possess maternal instincts.

      Her gaze shifted to Toby, seated between Roland and Bryce on the bench opposite. He was helping Bryce cut up a sausage. No one watching would imagine Toby wasn’t at least related to the boys.

      To her eyes, he seemed tense—as tense as she. He was watching himself and the children, ready to correct any little slip, yet he managed to appear more relaxed than she felt she did.

      She turned assessing eyes on the children. She was unsurprised that Evelyn was both delighted with their game of pretend and also very good at projecting just the right image. The little girl played make-believe with her toys all the time; for her, pretending to be a family in real life took no great effort.

      Bryce, too, was managing well. Diana recalled that he still occasionally played make-believe. Clearly, he hadn’t lost the knack of stepping into a role.

      Despite his understanding of the need and his determined agreement, Roland was the least assured, but with his naturally quieter manners, he appeared to be merely more reserved.

      Having so recently lost her father—indeed, becoming an orphan as the children now were—she had some inkling as to the feelings Roland would be grappling with, albeit as a child rather than an adult. That would only make coming to grips with the situation all the more difficult.

      Yet Roland, too, stuck to their improvised script, and when they reached the end of the meal and, after Toby had paid the innkeeper, left the inn and walked into the yard, she looked around their small company and declared, “Well done!”

      “That,” Toby said from beside her, “went off without a hitch. Congratulations to us all—we did it!”

      Bryce and Evelyn cheered, and Roland smiled.

      Gunter was waiting in the yard with Bruno on his leash. Toby and Gunter conferred, then Toby took the leash and turned to the others. “While Gunter’s getting the horses put to, why don’t we go for a short stroll?” He glanced at Bruno, who was looking up at him with big brown eyes. “Bruno looks like he wants a run.”

      The children agreed. Toby handed the leash to Roland, and as there was a small park on the other side of the road, as a group, they crossed the street, then the children rushed ahead onto the grass.

      Diana smiled. “They need to run as much as Bruno.”

      “Indeed.” Toby offered his arm. “But now they’re not with us, I believe a married couple wouldn’t merely walk beside each other.”

      He was right. Steeling herself, she lightly looped her arm with his, and they strolled on, arm in arm, just like the married couple they were purporting to be.

      Diana fought to subdue her leaping senses, to force them out of the front of her mind—why Toby Cynster affected her so, she had no idea—but as she and he had nothing to do but watch the children and walk in their wake, she had no ready defense, no way of diverting her thoughts, much less her reactions. Her apparently ungovernable reactions.

      Unexpectedly, her irritation over those reactions being so persistently rebellious and unmanageable helped her endure until, at last, it was time to turn back and climb into the carriage Gunter had driven onto the street.

      Finally, she could draw her arm from the muscled strength of Toby’s and step a little apart.

      Then, of course, Toby had to hand her up the coach steps. Her wits abruptly focused on the grip of his fingers about hers, and the distraction made her wobble as she stepped up, and instantly, she felt his hand at her waist, lightly gripping as he steadied her.

      Her senses flared, and she nearly ground her teeth.

      With an effort of will, she masked her response, then suggested to Evelyn that she might wish to sit in the middle of the seat, thus allowing Diana to look out of the window over the next leg.

      Tired out, replete, and ready for a nap, Evelyn was happy to trade places.

      Diana sat and waited as the rest of their “family” climbed aboard and settled, then the coach started off again.

      Sadly, despite having Evelyn and several feet between them, her stupid senses remained in a state of heightened awareness that was focused on Toby Cynster.

      As they traveled on, she was definitely not amused.
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        * * *

      

      By two o’clock, via a great deal of charming and apparently inconsequential chatting with various residents of Kleeblattgasse, Heinrik and Eva had assembled a decent description of Diana Locke.

      Thus armed, they walked into Vienna’s main railway station, intending to inquire if Fraulein Locke, perhaps in company with a gentleman of Toby Cynster’s description, had boarded a train to Germany and points farther west.

      On entering the station concourse, they made for the ticket booths arrayed along one side wall.

      Scanning ahead, Heinrik saw two black-coated figures in front of the single booth currently manned. He swore beneath his breath and, without altering their apparently relaxed stride, took Eva’s arm and steered her to one side, to where a glass-fronted café occupied the corner between the front wall and the wall of ticket booths. The café’s helpfully reflective frontage sat at an angle to both walls.

      When Heinrik halted before the café’s front window as if he and Eva were reading the menu displayed there, she murmured, “The Prussians?”

      “Yes,” Heinrik whispered. “Listen.”

      At that moment, fortuitously between any major departures and arrivals, the concourse was sparsely populated, and like all such places of brick and steel, it echoed.

      In the glass of the café’s window, Heinrik studied the reflections of the men at the booth. He’d crossed paths with them on several occasions, and none of those incidents had gone well for the pair Heinrik knew as Jager and Koch, two of the more violently inclined agents the Germans deployed.

      That they were here explained the wreckage in the Kleeblattgasse house.

      He and Eva couldn’t hear every word exchanged, but by combining what they could catch with the men’s gestures, the situation became clear enough.

      “So,” Eva murmured, “the lady in question did not leave on the train.”

      “Apparently not.” Heinrik watched the ticket master’s emphatic and repeated denial.

      “Hmm.” Eva glanced at Heinrik. “Could she have met up with your friend, and could he have bribed the ticket master to deny they’d passed this way?”

      Heinrik considered it, but eventually shook his head. “Cynster could have done so, but I doubt he would have bothered. The ticket master can’t guarantee the silence of all the station staff, especially if it was me or another Austrian agent asking, and Cynster would know that.”

      Eva frowned. “But Cynster is as foreign as the Prussians, and currently, it’s them he’s endeavoring to avoid.”

      Heinrik continued to watch as, frustrated, the Prussians widened the scope of their inquiries to departures in other directions, all to no avail.

      “Two points,” Heinrik murmured. “Cynster will expect me to be sent after him. Regardless of whether he knew I was here and available, he will operate on the assumption that I will be duly dispatched. Also, and do bear this in mind, you wouldn’t pick him as foreign. He speaks idiomatically perfect Austrian and is fluent in several other languages. In addition, he’s a master at blending into a population.”

      “Really?” She cast him a wide-eyed glance.

      “Yes, really.” Heinrik looked at her. “The Prussian pair are leaving. We should follow and see where they go.”

      He offered his arm, and with a smile, Eva took it, and appearing to be just another strolling couple, they followed the Prussians out of the main entrance.

      Apparently arguing, the black-coated pair paused on the pavement only a few paces from the doors, under the overhang of the station’s steel roof.

      Heinrik calmly strolled past, then with Eva beside him, halted a little way beyond the two men.

      It was a risk, but he and Eva stood against the station’s wall as if conferring while waiting to meet others, yet they were near enough to overhear the Prussians’ exchanges. Luckily, neither of the Prussians seemed to notice them, cloaked in the shadows of the overhang.

      Porters passed back and forth, ferrying luggage along with would-be passengers. Other people paced past, clearly intent on meeting arrivals.

      “If she didn’t take the train,” Jager declared, “she must have gone by carriage.”

      Koch nodded. “She would surely be fleeing and wanting to waste no time.”

      Jager huffed. “The train is the fastest way, but it’s possible she feared being followed and thought that, by leaving by carriage, she would throw off pursuit.”

      From his tone, Jager liked that rationalization. He nodded decisively. “This is good. We will get a fast carriage and drive after her, sparing nothing. She is a female. She will stop overnight, and we will catch up with her.” Jager jerked his head toward the row of waiting hackneys. “Come. We will get our things, hire a good carriage, and be off.”

      Heinrik and Eva pretended to be discussing something while they surreptitiously watched the Prussian pair hail a hackney, climb aboard, and drive off toward the center of the city.

      “So!” Eva blew out a breath. “Do we follow?”

      Eyes narrowed on the vanishing hackney, Heinrik slowly shook his head. “I’m not convinced their reasoning is sound. Or rather, it might be, provided Cynster isn’t involved.”

      “It didn’t sound as if they’re aware he’s here. Perhaps he isn’t.”

      “But what if he is?” Heinrik considered that possibility. “If Cynster is here, if he made contact with Fraulein Locke, then he’ll know about the searching of the Kleeblattgasse house, and he’ll recognize the Prussians’ signature. He’ll know they’re hunting for the dispatches, and if, as seems likely, Fraulein Locke had them, then Cynster will take the dispatches and her and run for England. But he’ll know who will be on his trail—namely the Prussians, most likely me as well, and who knows what others—so he won’t go via the obvious route, meaning the fastest route by train that goes through so many German stations, nor yet the road through Germany, which is the second most obvious way, especially not if the lady is with him.” That felt right. Heinrik met Eva’s rather fine blue eyes. “Cynster is devious, as devious as me. He’ll take a roundabout route.”

      Eva arched a doubtful brow. “Even if it’s slower?”

      “He’ll make the calculation that slow and safe is better than fast and caught. Worse, caught in enemy territory.” Heinrik nodded at the row of hackneys. “And as we just saw, most pursuers will overlook the slower routes.”

      He focused on the hackneys. “I suggest we take a cab to the riverboat docks and see if anyone has spotted a likely-looking couple there.”

      Eva brightened. “Given the hour, they might even still be there, waiting on a boat.”

      “I seriously doubt we’ll be that lucky,” Heinrik said, “but the docks are the next place we should check.”
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        * * *

      

      Heinrik and Eva went to booking office after booking office along the docks, inquiring at them all, even those that normally took only cargo upriver. Regardless, no clerk had booked passage for any lady resembling Fraulein Locke, with or without a gentleman of Cynster’s description.

      When Heinrik and Eva finally quit the docks and walked onto the street, Eva mused, “Could they be in hiding?” She met Heinrik’s eyes. “I mean hiding and waiting for all potential pursuers to rush off in various directions. Ourselves included.”

      The suggestion gave Heinrik pause. Reluctantly, he acknowledged, “That’s a possibility and one I would entertain were we chasing Cynster alone. For himself, he would take the risk, and given the nature of the dispatches and the others he’ll know will hunt for him and them, it would be a risk, even for him. However, if we add Fraulein Locke into the equation, then no.” Heinrik shook his head, increasingly certain. “With her to protect, he won’t risk going into hiding here.” With rising confidence, he stated, “I think he will already have left Vienna.”

      Eva frowned. “But how? And by which route?”

      “By the least likely route.” Heinrik considered the options and smiled. “If I were he, I would go via road through Italy.”

      “Italy?” Eva looked shocked. “If London is his aim, that’s a ridiculously long way to go.”

      “Indeed. And your reaction is precisely the reason Cynster will go that way—because no one will imagine he would. Yet if he crosses northern Italy to Genoa, he’ll be able to command passage on a British merchantman and sail in complete safety to England.”

      “Ah.” Eva saw the light. “So he’s really only traveling from here to Genoa. That’s a much shorter journey.”

      “Indeed. If you recast his aim as him getting the dispatches, Fraulein Locke, and himself aboard a British ship, then his fastest route to achieving that might well be traveling to Genoa, by coach initially and then by train.” The more Heinrik thought, the more certain he felt that he’d correctly guessed Toby’s plan. Heinrik took Eva’s arm. “Come. We need to get going if we want to have any hope of catching them.”
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      As the sun dipped toward the horizon, the Fellows coach rolled into the small village of Klagenfurt am Worthersee. It was a pretty little town with cobbled streets and a tree-lined square. Toby spotted a neat inn facing the square and tapped on the roof.

      When Gunter responded, Toby directed the coachman to the inn, then focused on his traveling companions. “Right. Let’s see how well we perform here. Remember, we’re a family traveling about the country, enjoying the sights.”

      Bryce looked eager. “If we’re a family, shouldn’t we have the same family name?”

      Toby nodded at the boy. “An excellent point.” He glanced at the others. “So what should our name be? We can choose any name we like.”

      Evelyn immediately suggested, “Bear!”

      Bryce giggled. “We can’t be that, silly.”

      Smiling, Helga said, “Huber.”

      But Roland didn’t think they should use their father’s butler’s name. “It ought to be an English name, because we’re English.”

      Grinning, Toby encouraged Roland to volunteer names, too, and he did, but ultimately, Bryce’s suggestion of Caldwell—apparently the name of an old family acquaintance in Vienna—won the popular vote.

      “Right, then.” Toby looked around the faces as the carriage turned under the inn’s arch. “We’re the Caldwells. We keep our first names, but our family name is Caldwell. And if anyone asks, we’ve come from Graz—don’t mention Vienna—and we’re thinking of continuing to Salzburg.”

      Roland took in the information with a nod, as did Helga, while Bryce and Evelyn mouthed the names of the towns, committing them to memory.

      As they’d approached Klagenfurt, they’d discussed how to arrange for the rooms they would need. Toby focused on Evelyn and the stuffed bear she had tucked under one arm. “Evelyn, you know what to do.” He smiled at the golden-haired poppet, who was all but bouncing on the seat. “We’re counting on you to pull off this part of our charade.”

      The carriage rocked to a halt, and she beamed with excitement. “I’m ready!”

      Reining in his grin, he opened the carriage door and stepped out onto the cobbles. Ingrained habit had him swiftly scanning the yard. On confirming it was free of all threats, he leant in and offered Diana his hand.

      She gripped his fingers and climbed down the steps. Roland and Bryce followed, then Toby lifted Evelyn and Rupert the Bear down. After Helga joined them and everyone had tugged their clothes straight, Gunter took charge of Bruno for the night, and Toby offered Diana his arm. She took it, and with the children before them and Helga bringing up the rear, they paraded into the inn.

      Diana was growing increasingly tired of having to quell her leaping senses every time Toby’s fingers closed about hers. And walking arm in arm, close, as a married couple would, only served to make her even more conscious of the lean, steely strength of him. The sensations such awareness evoked were exceedingly distracting.

      Over the years, she’d been wooed by several gentlemen, but none had made her nerves skitter, much less her breath hitch, both effects Toby accomplished simply by being near—by engaging in the customary courtesies of taking her hand or escorting her indoors.

      She didn’t understand why he was affecting her in such a pervasive and constant fashion and could only hope that continued exposure would deaden his impact.

      Adhering to her role, she walked beside him into the inn’s foyer. The innkeeper, a short, rotund man, spotted them and came bustling up. Beaming, he welcomed them to his establishment. From the way his gaze warmed as it rested on the children, she felt sure he was a family man.

      Well and good.

      She smiled serenely as Toby advanced their new identity. She wasn’t sure whether his impromptu game over choosing their new family’s name had been spontaneous or whether he’d seized on Bryce’s question and instituted the game as a way to more deeply involve the children in the charade. Regardless, the three were now more aware of the charade and also more invested in it.

      They proceeded to the inn’s reception counter, and the talk turned to the rooms they required.

      The innkeeper assumed that, as a married couple, she and Toby would wish to share a room, and outwardly, she and he behaved as if they expected that as well. But when Evelyn was informed that she would be sleeping in a chamber with her brothers and not in the same room as her “mama,” she pouted, clung to Diana’s skirt, and violently shook her head.

      Together with Toby, Diana attempted to reassure Evelyn, but the little girl’s features grew stormy, and her lip quivered, and tears slowly filled her large blue eyes. With her fists clenched in Diana’s skirt, she shook her head. “No, no, no! I want to be with Mama!”

      Her tone had risen to tantrum level.

      As per their script, Diana threw Toby a helpless glance, then bent and lifted the teary little girl into her arms. She straightened and looked at Toby. “If we could possibly…”

      He gave vent to an entirely believable, long-suffering sigh. With a faintly exasperated look at Evelyn, now hiding her face in the crook of Diana’s throat, he turned to the innkeeper. “Perhaps two adjoining rooms? My wife and daughter and our maid can sleep in one, and I’ll share the other with our sons.”

      “Of course! An excellent suggestion.” With a sympathetic look, the innkeeper obligingly consulted his register.

      In short order, they were conducted up the stairs to two large, comfortable rooms overlooking the square.

      Diana led the way with Evelyn in her arms, still clinging. Toby and the boys and Helga followed, carrying some of the smaller bags that had been brought in, leaving the rest of their luggage to be ferried upstairs by the porter.

      On reaching the room and approving its amenities, Diana waited until the others were all inside and the innkeeper bowed himself out and shut the door, then she met Toby’s eyes.

      He held up a hand, and they waited a minute more, then he grinned.

      Diana bent, set Evelyn on the floor, and beamed at her. “Well done!”

      The little girl smiled brilliantly. “He believed me.”

      “He did.” Smiling, Toby ruffled her curls. “You gave an excellent performance.”

      Plainly proud of their little sister’s histrionic abilities, her brothers chimed in with their congratulations. The boys, Diana judged, were reassured by the arrangements Evelyn’s performance had secured and were relieved at not having to sleep in a strange room in an unknown place by themselves.

      The distant tolling of a bell reminded her of the hour. “It’s almost time for dinner.” She flapped her hands toward the door to the other room. “Off you go and wash your hands and faces and brush your hair. Then we can go downstairs and eat.”

      As always for the boys, food was a reliable prod. They readily went into the adjoining room, and after throwing her a mild glance, Toby followed.

      With Helga’s help, Diana unpacked what was necessary for the night’s stay and assisted Evelyn with her ablutions, then she sat and brushed the little girl’s hair, an activity Evelyn adored.

      When the boys returned with Toby, all three faces shining and eyes eager, Diana rose and, with Evelyn’s hand in hers, followed the trio into the corridor.

      With a boy on either side, Toby led the way to the stairs, and Diana overheard enough to realize the three were talking of horses. As she and Evelyn descended the stairs in the trio’s wake, she noted that Roland and Bryce were hanging on Toby’s every word.

      In the dining room, they were conducted to a large table. As Diana settled in her chair, with Roland on her left and Evelyn on her right, with Toby and Bryce opposite, she continued to observe the now-easy interaction between Toby and the boys. Some barrier had fallen. Both boys had thawed considerably and were actively engaging with Toby, not merely responding to his conversational forays.

      Truth be told, she was secretly impressed; she hadn’t thought he would have such a deft touch when it came to inspiring interest from and holding the attention of young boys.

      Evelyn asked her a question, and Diana turned to answer.

      Minutes later, with Evelyn happily folding a napkin, Diana reflected that, at least to this point, she, too, was finding playing her part in their charade easier than she’d expected.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, as the coach rolled out of Klagenfurt and on around the lake known as the Worthersee, Toby studied his new “family” and was quietly amazed by how smoothly the previous evening had played out.

      Despite the children being worn out by the long day, they’d coped well during dinner in the small inn’s dining room. Once back in their rooms, they’d been more than ready for bed and had slept deeply and soundly, allowing Toby to catch up on some much-needed sleep himself, for which he was grateful.

      All three children were bright and quick-witted. Breakfast that morning had seen them putting into practice matters of etiquette that they’d noted the night before.

      Smiling at the memory of Evelyn and Bryce sorting through their cutlery, Toby shifted his gaze to look out at the scenery, at the placid waters of the lake ringed by rugged mountains.

      He was increasingly confident they’d slipped out of Vienna without being seen, thus avoiding immediate pursuit. What was more surprising was that he was rather looking forward to a day of what, for him, would be leisurely travel.

      He was actually enjoying this rather peculiar and distinctly odd adventure. The relatively slow pace allowed him to appreciate the spectacular scenery he normally raced past. Going anywhere slowly had never been his inclination, but he was starting to see that occasionally indulging in a slower journey might have advantages.

      An exclamation from Roland drew Toby’s attention. Once again, the children were absorbed with what they could see outside. Helga was nodding in the middle of the rear-facing seat, while Bruno was stretched out on the floor and quietly snoring.

      Toby gazed at the boys, currently seated on either side of Helga, Bryce to Toby’s right and Roland opposite, and reviewed how the pair had behaved that morning. Both had woken bright and eager, sloughing off any sadness lingering from the previous day. When they’d left the room and joined Diana and Evelyn, the boys had readily claimed their sister’s hands, and the three had gone ahead, leaving Toby to offer Diana his arm and follow with her.

      She still snared his attention in a way he was determined to ignore, an endeavor that wasn’t helped by having to play at being a married couple.

      Throughout breakfast, he and she had remained alert, ready to step in to cover any slip the children made, but as matters had transpired, they’d had no reason to exercise their obfuscatory skills. All three children had performed in their new roles without missing a single beat.

      Indeed, they’d thrown themselves into the charade with such dedication that he had to wonder if, for them, the roles were an escape from their sadder reality, namely that their family had reduced to just the three of them.

      Regardless, whenever they were in public, without hesitation, all three referred to Diana as Mama and to him as Papa.

      And whenever they did, he felt an odd little tug in his chest.

      With his gaze resting assessingly on Roland, currently pointing out some water birds on the lake, Toby felt certain that, behind his calm and orderly façade, the older boy was grappling with the emotional ramifications of parting from his father. While Bryce and Evelyn had embraced the journey and their charade with trusting abandon, Roland, being older, had noted and understood more; it would take time for him to work out how best to go on.

      Toby was aware of an impulse to reach out and help, but he didn’t think direct intervention would work. Not at this time. He could, however, ensure that Roland didn’t dwell on events he couldn’t change.

      With a “Hmm,” Toby sat straighter. Both sound and action drew the children’s expectant gazes, and he smiled. “I suspect we ought to decide what route we would be taking if we truly were on a family holiday, sightseeing through the Alps.”

      The boys shifted to face him.

      Roland said, “You mentioned Salzburg before.”

      Toby nodded. “But do we want to go there directly or via Innsbruck? Or do we want to go farther afield first, before turning back to Salzburg?”

      Roland frowned. “The Alps are big.”

      “How big?” Bryce asked.

      Hiding a grin, Toby settled to give them a short geography lesson.

      Seated once again beside Toby with Evelyn on her other side, Diana watched with very real approval as he set himself to divert the boys’ and even Evelyn’s thoughts to a subject outside themselves. When it came to the children, he was proving to be surprisingly thoughtful and insightful.

      Although still highly conscious of his physical presence, to her relief, she’d discovered that focusing on the demands of their charade and viewing her inevitable reactions as understandable outcomes of that helped to dampen her irritation, allowing her to feel more in control, at least of herself.

      Perhaps not in complete control but not helplessly swept along, either.

      She accepted that their charade was not so much a social necessity as an essential shield, one that would deflect attention and thus protect them on their journey, which, in truth, was a flight to safety while being pursued by dangerous people. She hadn’t forgotten the Prussians and what they’d done to Herschel. No matter that she now knew that the man had betrayed her father and her, that had been a brutal way to die.

      She was recalled to the present by a question from Bryce about what Alpine towns she’d visited. She smiled and replied and continued to contribute to the ongoing fabrication of their family’s holiday route.

      Even Helga was drawn into the game, which lasted until after they’d left the waters of the Worthersee behind.

      Eventually, with their putative holiday fully planned, Roland sat back, looked at Toby, and without any hint of his recent reserve, asked, “What’s our next stop?”

      Diana smiled, satisfied that she and Toby had succeeded in focusing the children’s thoughts on the unfolding adventure, thus keeping them from brooding about the recent past.

      “Villach.” Toby grinned. “We’ll stop there for lunch.”
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        * * *

      

      As the coach rolled into the village of Villach, Toby caught the children’s gazes. “Remember, we’re on our way to Salzburg.”

      He hadn’t explained that they were actually heading south into Italy and not north into the Austrian Alps, but the children had embraced their fictional holiday and seemed content to leave the getting-to-England planning to him.

      The three nodded as if sealing a pact.

      “Salzburg,” Evelyn said, rolling the name over her tongue.

      “Look!” Diana pointed out of the window at a row of gaily striped booths. “It must be market day.”

      The rest of them peered out of the windows, seeing what they might see.

      Soon after, Gunter drew the carriage to a halt along one side of the village square that, today, was hosting the local market.

      As Toby descended, then handed Diana down and lifted Evelyn to the cobbles, he reflected that he couldn’t have planned matters better if he’d tried. The boys had already jumped down and were looking in every direction.

      “Don’t forget,” he said, keeping his voice low. “In public, we speak Austrian, not English. Not even between ourselves.” Throughout their journey, whenever within hearing of others not of their party, he’d spoken in Viennese-Austrian.

      “We’ll remember,” the three chorused in Austrian.

      Toby had learned that they were reliably bilingual, although Evelyn occasionally slipped into English when she didn’t know a particular word.

      Rows of colorfully striped canvas booths and open stalls, some boasting long trestle tables, stood bathed in the autumn sunshine. They filled the square, luring people into the alleys between the rows with a pervasive and joyful cacophony, gaily hued bunting, and enticing aromas.

      It was an auditory, visual, and olfactory banquet.

      Bryce was holding Bruno, who was straining against his leash. “Can we buy our lunch at the stalls?”

      Toby was aware of Diana glancing curiously his way, but didn’t meet her gaze as he reached for the leash. “Why not?” He remembered markets and fairs he’d attended as a boy. Half the fun was the food.

      The children promptly cheered.

      Quickly, Toby added, “But you have to stay together, and you must come and get our permission before you ask to buy anything so that we can go with you and pay the stallholder. Agreed?”

      “Yes,” Roland said.

      “We will,” Bryce assured him.

      “We’ll come and get you,” Evelyn said earnestly.

      Then she turned and, taking Bryce’s hand, raced with him toward the first stall, with Roland loping behind.

      Watching the trio, Diana murmured, “So we can pay and also vet whatever they might think to buy.”

      Toby tipped his head her way. “Indeed, but I didn’t think I needed to mention that.”

      She laughed, and with a grin, he turned to make arrangements with Gunter and Helga, both of whom opted to remain with the carriage.

      After handing Bruno’s leash to Helga, Toby turned and waved Diana to the row down which the children had vanished, and with a smile, she fell in beside him, and they strolled in the children’s wake.

      Within minutes, they were called on to approve and effect the purchase of three pastries for the children and elected to sample the delicacies themselves.

      They ambled and looked and tasted and, soon, were feeling quite full.

      At least, Diana was.

      She pointed to a stall selling glasses of fruit cordials, and they all headed that way. Blackberry cordial and lemonade were the most popular; they all sipped and drank, then returned the glasses and continued on their way.

      They reached the end of the stalls selling edibles, and Toby pointed at another section of the large market. “There are handicraft stalls over there. Why don’t we take a look at them before returning to the coach?”

      The suggestion of further exploration that put off climbing back into the coach was greeted enthusiastically by all.

      As he and Diana walked in the trio’s wake, she murmured, “The more they stretch their legs and run before they’re called on to sit for hours again, the better.” She slanted him a glance. “I’ve been surprised they’ve managed so well to this point.”

      He nodded. “With luck, yesterday will have been our longest day simply sitting in the coach. I think it being the first day—and that they were still getting used to traveling and all the novel sights—helped to keep them from getting bored.”

      Looking ahead, she saw that the children had gathered before a stall selling handmade, handheld musical instruments. She dipped her head toward them. “Alicia, their mother, was a pianist. She loved music.”

      Diana halted a few paces behind the children, and Toby halted beside her. They watched as Roland chatted to the stallholder, a white-haired, kindly-looking man who was holding a recorder.

      Bryce had been drawn to a miniature lute, while Evelyn had gravitated toward a small tambourine.

      The man handed the recorder to Roland and, crouching before the boy, showed him how to set his fingers on the holes and blow into the mouthpiece. The first note was more blast than music, but then Roland controlled his breath, and the next few, tentative notes were surprisingly sweet.

      Beside Diana, Toby sighed, but without her prompting him, he walked forward to join the children.

      She followed, both amused and touched. She wasn’t at all musical and had never had the chance to learn any instrument, but she appreciated music and was keen to encourage the children to follow in their mother’s footsteps.

      She crouched beside Evelyn, who had been too shy to do more than run the tips of her fingers over the shining discs. When the little girl looked her way, Diana smiled and nodded. “You can pick it up if you like.”

      A glorious smile broke over Evelyn’s face. Eagerly, she used both hands to lift the tambourine and gave it an experimental jiggle. When the cymbals chimed sweetly, she laughed and gave the circlet a more definite shake, transparently thrilled by the sound.

      Toby had been talking to Bryce, who was now lightly strumming the lute and listening to an old woman—the stallholder’s wife—who had come up and, smiling, was teaching the boy the rudiments of how to produce music on the strings.

      Meanwhile, Roland was growing more and more confident with the recorder.

      Toby nodded to the stallholder. “We’ll take these three instruments.”

      The children were thrilled and promptly crowded about Toby. He grinned and rested his hands on Roland’s and Bryce’s shoulders.

      The stallholder beamed at them. “A nice selection. I have boxes for each. Let me find them.”

      While the old man rummaged beneath the counter, the children kept to their charade and thanked their papa for buying them the instruments.

      Toby paid the stallholder’s wife while the man boxed the instruments and handed the correct one to each eager child.

      As the stallholder handed the recorder to Roland, he glanced at Toby. “I don’t believe we’ve seen your family here before. Are you just passing through?”

      Before Toby could reply, Roland said, “We’re on our way to Salzburg.” He waved the recorder. “We want to go to the concerts there.”

      “Ah, indeed.” The stallholder nodded sagely. “Lots of lovely music in Salzburg.” He dipped his head at the children. “You have music in your hearts—I can tell. You’ll enjoy yourselves in Salzburg.”

      Roland’s smile turned wistful. “Papa told me about the conservatory there where they teach music, and Mama taught me how to play the piano a bit…”

      His words died away.

      Diana’s heart clenched; he was speaking of Adrian and Alicia, not Toby and herself.

      Toby lightly gripped Roland’s shoulder and, when the boy, momentarily lost, looked up at him, smiled and said, “You’ll be able to practice with your recorder in the carriage as we go along.”

      Roland managed a weak smile. “Yes. I will.”

      Beside Evelyn, Diana straightened and thanked the stallholders, effectively distracting them, giving Roland a moment to return to the here and now.

      Bryce and Evelyn, too, effusively thanked the couple, then Roland, having recovered his equilibrium, added his voice to theirs.

      By the time they turned away from the stall, leaving the man and his wife beaming, they once again had three happy children skipping ahead of them.

      Regarding the trio, Diana said, “You do realize that by buying them the instruments, you’ve committed us to hours of freeform musical improvisation.”

      He grinned and shrugged. “As they’re all so drawn to music, that will be a pleasurable distraction for them, and our sacrifice will, therefore, be worth it.”

      She smiled and, inwardly, shook her head. Toby Cynster was proving to be far more insightful and caring than she’d expected him to be.

      The children ran ahead and clambered into the waiting carriage. Bruno and Helga were already inside, and Gunter was on the box.

      Toby gave Diana his hand, and she gripped it and climbed the steps.

      She sat, and as he sat beside her and closed the carriage door and Gunter started the horses clopping, she realized that, despite the inevitable ruffling of her senses, she no longer felt any need to keep her guard up against Toby.

      She found the change curious, but then, in managing the children, guiding them and guarding them on this journey to safety, he and she were working increasingly closely together.

      Working together in such an endeavor necessitated and doubtless built trust.

      She was coming to trust him in a way she’d trusted no one but her father.

      Hmm.

      As the carriage rolled on into a pleasantly warm afternoon and the inevitable musical exploration commenced, she mentally shut her ears and seized the moment to focus on herself.

      What am I doing? Where am I going? What do I want to do with my life?

      In the immediate aftermath of her father’s death, those questions had demanded answers, yet instead of confronting them, she’d thrust them aside and, instead, had thrown herself into caring for Adrian and the children.

      That, she acknowledged, had been easier than facing such existential issues.

      Yet she did need to think of her future. Her problem was that she’d never thought much about it before, had never formulated any vision of what she might do once her father had passed.

      Now…

      Now, she had time to think, to ponder. To look inside and try to work out what she most wanted of life.

      And to see how that might fit with where she was heading. Or more specifically, where she might find herself at the end of this strange and in-so-many-ways-unexpected journey.
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        * * *

      

      Toby felt a modicum of relief when, less than an hour after they left Villach, the coach rolled over the border and into Italy.

      There was no fanfare or guard post to mark the spot, just a border stone, which rapidly fell behind.

      Soon, he spotted a signpost confirming they were on the road to Udine.

      He studied the children. Currently, the trio were on the seat opposite, Evelyn having decided to crawl into Helga’s lap to nap. All three, and Helga, too, had their eyes closed, and their limbs were relaxed in sleep.

      They’d been surprisingly considerate in testing their instruments as quietly as they could, but then their full stomachs had caught up with them, and the repetitive clop of the horses’ hooves had lulled them into slumber.

      A good thing, too, given the road ahead.

      From the other end of the bench seat, with her elbow on the windowsill and her chin propped on her fist, Diana glanced at him, then murmured, “I take it you hope any pursuers will think we’ve headed to Salzburg?”

      “We can but hope.” His gaze rested on Roland’s dark head, and he smiled. “That was an excellent piece of false-trail laying that Roland pulled off, the sort that might well bear fruit.”

      “Because it was a child who supplied the information?”

      He nodded. “Children are almost universally believed, and it’s possible that if questioned about strangers, the stallholders will mention the boy who was on his way to Salzburg to listen to music. He made himself memorable, and in this instance, that might be to our advantage. At the very least, I’m hoping the tale will create confusion, not only about whether you and I were a part of the family seen in the market but also about which road we’ve taken. With luck, having to check the latter will slow any pursuers and buy us time to reach Udine, get on the next train, and be on our way.”

      She nodded her understanding.

      Toby looked out of the window again. They were traveling west along a valley running parallel to a mountain range to the south.

      Soon, the road veered southward, and they started up the winding way that led to a mountain pass.

      He was grateful that the children remained asleep and thus were unaffected by the constant rocking as the coach tacked back and forth around increasingly tight bends. Although a seasoned traveler, he was nevertheless grateful when they reached the top of the pass and the carriage started to descend to the lower slopes and foothills, making for the river valley below.

      Diana straightened and looked rather more intently out of the window.

      He watched her.

      After a moment, she flicked a glance his way, saw him looking at her, hesitated, then admitted, “I’ve never been to Italy.”

      “Ah.”

      She tipped her head, openly studying him. “I assume you have?”

      “Many times—too many to count.” He, too, straightened from his lounging slouch. “At one point, I spent half a year in Venice, and I’ve been to Rome and elsewhere in the north on numerous occasions.”

      “So you speak Italian?”

      “Well enough to pass as a Veneto local.”

      Diana found she wasn’t the least surprised. Given he’d spoken flawless Austrian, she was, in fact, a tiny bit impressed. Yet instead of giving in to the impulse to learn how many languages he’d mastered, she asked, “So what’s our plan?”

      “In crossing into Italy, we’ve passed our first milestone, so to speak. Once we reach Udine and get on the train, we’ll start the next leg of our journey.” He glanced out of the window. “These days, I don’t know the train schedule, but Udine is the eastern terminus for all the lines that run across northern Italy, so with luck, by tomorrow at the latest, we should be able to get on a train that will take us west.”

      She thought, then asked, “How likely is it that we’ve been followed—meaning closely enough for us to be caught before we get on the train?” She met his eyes, shadowed within the confines of the coach. “And who do you fear might catch up with us?”

      He hesitated, then glanced at the children. On seeing that they were still asleep, he shifted to speak more directly to her. “To answer your last question, it’s the Prussians I definitely don’t want to find on our heels.” He met her eyes. “As you witnessed in Vienna, that pair—Jager and Koch are their names—are ruthless and care little whom they harm in pursuit of their mission.”

      He tipped his head. “That said, I’m banking on them leaping to conclusions. From experience, I know they tend to. With any luck, they’ll assume you’ll have taken the fastest route to England and set out accordingly to hunt you down. Jager is known as a hunter—that’s his specialty—and he prides himself on running his quarry to ground. There’s a good chance they won’t have realized that I was in Vienna, and consequently, they’ll be searching for a single English lady, not a couple, much less a whole family. I’m hoping they will have raced off on the obvious route westward from Vienna, and that should leave them far enough behind us that we won’t see them again.”

      She frowned. “Can’t they simply get ahead of us and be there to stop us farther along? For instance, at Rotterdam?”

      “Indeed, they can. When they find no sign of you anywhere to Vienna’s west, they might well think so and head to the usual coast. I fervently hope they do, because they’ll be watching the docks there long after we reach England.”

      “Because we’re going via Genoa?” When he nodded, she asked, “What if they guess and head there instead?”

      “Given we’re ahead of them now, we should get to Genoa with time to organize passage and be on our way before they can reach us.” He paused, then grimaced. “That’s the plan, but while I hope we’ve lost them and they won’t stumble back onto our trail, I won’t consider us safe until we’re on board some British vessel sailing direct to a British port.”

      “Hmm.”

      He glanced at the still-sleeping children, then admitted, “As I mentioned before, the Prussians are only one of the potential threats. By now, the Austrians will most likely have heard about the missing packet as well, and despite any political alliance, they’ll also be keen to lay their hands on the dispatches. We should assume they’ve sent someone—possibly Heinrik Maier—after us as well. The last I heard, he was in St. Petersburg, but he could have returned to Vienna by now.”

      “So the Austrians might be a possible danger, too.” Her gaze went to the sleeping children. “And from your remarks, they—or at least this Heinrik—might not be as easy to deflect as the Prussians.”

      He shifted, one of those fluid movements that were oddly graceful; how a man with such long limbs could be so effortlessly elegant, she didn’t know. His voice even lower, he said, “Heinrik and I have crossed paths countless times. He’s more likely to have heard that I was in Vienna, so is more likely to realize I’m involved and, thus, ask the right questions. More, he knows how I tend to operate and will stop and think before deciding that I must be going by the fastest route.” He paused, then added, “He’s also much wilier.”

      “And knows you’re wily, too?”

      A brief smile flashed, and he nodded. “That said, if I had to choose, I would rather we encountered the Austrians—Heinrik or any others—than the Prussians. The Austrians’ target will be the dispatches, and they’re not the sort to threaten lives over pieces of paper.” He tipped his head. “Incarceration, interrogation, hostage taking, diplomatic crises—all those are well within the Austrians’ repertoire. But they will not resort to lethal force, especially not against women and children.”

      “I see. So the Austrians are not so much a danger to us personally but constitute a greater danger to the mission.”

      He inclined his head.

      She sat back and thought over all he’d revealed. All he’d shared.

      After several moments of consideration, she murmured, “Given all that’s transpired, I know Papa would have wanted me to help get those documents to Winchelsea.”

      After further cogitation, she concluded, “So we have to be on guard until we’re aboard a British ship.”

      Through the deepening shadows, Toby studied her. When she arched a brow at him, he replied, “Yes. Exactly.”

      He wondered if she realized that she’d been speaking of “us” and “we” for quite some time. Regardless, he was grateful for her declaration of support. It was, indeed, comforting to know that she’d consciously and definitively resolved to throw in her lot with his.
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      Several hours later, in his role as papa, Toby ushered his little family—all except Bruno, who they’d left with Gunter and the carriage—into the railway station at Udine.

      Toby wanted everyone in their party who would be boarding the train to see the place, so that if they had to make a last-minute dash onto the train to avoid any pursuers, they would know the layout of the building.

      He steered the children, Diana, and Helga to one side of the concourse and pointed out the platform and the tracks, presently empty, as well as the gates in the railing through which passengers wishing to board had to pass. He took a moment to fix the sight in his own mind.

      Subsequently, he checked the overhead noticeboards, but as he’d expected, there were no trains scheduled to leave that evening.

      He glanced at Diana and Helga. “It would be best if you and the children wait here. The ticketing clerk can see you from his booth and will doubtless glance over, taking note, when I ask for the tickets.”

      Diana nodded and looked at the children.

      Bryce and Evelyn were happy to remain with Diana and Helga, but Roland fixed Toby with his gaze. “Can I come with you? I’d like to see how the ticketing is done.”

      Toby exchanged a swift glance with Diana, then nodded. “If you like. Just remember our charade.”

      “Of course.”

      To Toby’s surprise, Roland grasped his hand. He instantly masked his reaction and settled the boy’s smaller hand in his. Together, they walked across the largely empty concourse to the ticket booth.

      As they approached the ticketing window, a clerk rose from a desk in the room beyond and came to serve them.

      In his sophisticated Italian, Toby inquired after the next train to Milan, and the clerk informed him it left at noon the next day.

      “Boarding begins at eleven.”

      Allowing none of his impatience or even his resignation to show, Toby requested tickets for his family—himself, his wife, the three children, and their maid. While the clerk gathered the tickets, Toby switched to Austrian and spoke with Roland, once again planting the notion that they were an Austrian family traveling through Europe, seeing the sights.

      Roland did well, evincing a desire to see Rome as well, a comment that made Toby’s lips twitch.

      The clerk had been listening to their banter. He returned to confirm the arrangements Toby had stipulated, namely two adjoining sleeper compartments in the first-class carriage, each with two bunk beds and a long bench seat, and given they were traveling with young children, the clerk had agreed to allot them the compartments at the very end of the carriage, effectively at the end of the train.

      Satisfied, Toby paid the clerk, gathered the tickets, and he and Roland returned to their party.

      “As expected, we can’t leave until tomorrow, so let’s get back to the carriage and go and find a hotel with a decent dining room.” He arched a brow at Roland and Bryce, both of whom nodded in immediate agreement.

      As he ushered their group outside, Toby noticed Roland hanging back enough to ensure that his brother and sister were going ahead of him.

      Keeping an eye on them.

      Clearly, Roland felt a degree of responsibility for his younger siblings.

      Once back at the carriage, with Gunter listening, too, Toby explained the arrangements and that the train wouldn’t leave until noon. He looked at Gunter. “So once you drop us off at the station tomorrow, most likely a little after eleven, you’ll be free to return to Vienna.” Toby half bowed. “With our humble and heartfelt thanks.”

      Gunter smiled. “I was pleased to help. Last thing I could do for the master, as it were.” He nodded at the youngsters and Helga. “But no need to get maudlin just yet. I’ll see you all tomorrow, and by your leave, I’ll wait and watch the train pull out so that we at Lowelstrasse will know you’re well away.”

      Diana put her hand on Gunter’s arm. “Thank you. That would be helpful and will ease everyone’s mind.”

      With that decided, they piled into the coach and set off to find the right sort of hotel to cater to a family of their station.

      Toby noted with amusement that, this time, it was Diana who reminded the children and Helga of the importance of maintaining their charade, and she went on to coach them in some of the finer points of polite family behavior.
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        * * *

      

      While Diana approved of the hotel they found on the central piazza—it was definitely a step up from the inn they’d stayed at the previous night—the instant she set eyes on the hotel’s concierge, she realized the place might pose different challenges.

      As their party crossed the tiled foyer and approached the reception counter, the mustachioed man stationed behind it looked up and, at first, smiled in beaming welcome at her and Toby, then he noticed the children, and his expression froze. He straightened, and his features grew haughty; he didn’t quite grimace in distaste, but it seemed a near-run thing.

      From the quick glance Toby threw her, he’d noticed, too.

      Instinctively defensive, she raised her chin.

      On reaching the counter, Toby coolly—with an arrogantly high-handed air she hadn’t previously heard him assume—requested the same arrangement of rooms they’d had the night before. There was no chatty explanation of why they were in town, why they were traveling.

      Evelyn tugged on Diana’s hand, and she turned to see the little girl looking questioningly at her. They’d assumed they would have to enact the same little scene they’d used the previous evening to excuse the unusual request for rooms, but Toby had capitalized on the concierge’s dislike of children; as the concierge all but rushed to agree to the odd request and took down the details Toby fed him, the man’s relief that there would always be an adult with the children could not have been clearer.

      Diana crouched so she could whisper to Evelyn, “Papa didn’t need our help this time.”

      Evelyn’s gaze shifted to the concierge, busy writing in his register. After a moment of studying him, she said, “Oh.”

      As Diana straightened, the concierge selected keys from the rack behind the counter, then summoned porters to ferry their bags upstairs, all the while ignoring the children as if they simply did not exist.

      The children noticed, of course, and they clung to her and Toby as they went to their rooms.

      Once inside, the trio relaxed somewhat.

      The two porters were grateful for the tips Toby handed them as they left the room. The elder—a man in his forties—paused in the doorway, nodded at Roland, Bryce, and Evelyn, who were investigating the room, and quietly said, “It is a good thing that you keep the children close.” He tipped his head toward the foyer. “The hotel management, they do not understand children, not having little ones themselves.”

      Toby thanked the porter for the information, and he left.

      After closing the door, Toby met Diana’s eyes and arched his brows.

      She huffed, then shrugged. “It takes all types, I suppose.”

      “Perhaps they’ve had a poor experience with children staying.” Toby eyed the three now trying out the beds. “It’s lucky our trio are so well-behaved.”

      Diana could recall times when the three hadn’t been the angels they currently appeared, but rather than mention it, she retreated into the room she would share with Helga and Evelyn and, with Helga, set about inspecting the beds.

      She was vaguely aware that Evelyn danced in, waltzing with Rupert the Bear. The little girl sat on a chair by the door and started whispering to the bear while she watched Diana and Helga approve and then remake the beds.

      Finished with that necessary chore, Diana unpacked the bare necessities for their overnight stay, then turned to Evelyn.

      The little girl wasn’t there.

      The door to the corridor was slightly ajar.

      Diana thought it had been closed, but clung to pragmatism and told her suddenly spiking concern that Evelyn wouldn’t have slipped outside on her own. Diana turned to Helga, engaged in brushing Evelyn’s coat. “Did you see where Evelyn went?”

      Helga’s head came up. From the way the maid glanced around the room, she, too, hadn’t realized the little girl was no longer with them. Helga faintly frowned. “Perhaps she joined the boys next door.”

      The door between the rooms was partially open. As Diana drew near, she heard Roland and Bryce talking to Toby. She looked around the door and saw the boys and Toby unpacking their bags. She searched the room as the three turned her way and felt her heart sink. “Evelyn’s not with you.”

      Toby frowned slightly. “I saw her go through to your room.”

      “She came in,” Diana explained, “and was sitting by the door, but she’s no longer there, and the door’s ajar.”

      The boys suggested that she was playing hide-and-seek and would expect them to come and find her.

      Neither Diana nor Toby liked that idea.

      Toby glanced at Diana. “Water closet?”

      Even though Evelyn had never gone to the water closet or the bathroom by herself before, Diana checked both locations—just along the corridor—but no golden-haired girl with a very important bear was there.

      Diana returned to their rooms to find Toby organizing a search.

      They left Helga in the rooms in case Evelyn returned on her own. With Toby and the boys, Diana quickly scouted around the upper floor of the two-story building, but soon returned to the head of the stairs leading down.

      “I can’t imagine her going into anyone else’s room,” Diana said. “Nor can I imagine her leaving the hotel.”

      Toby nodded. “And there seem to be no public spaces on this floor.” He looked down the stairs. “Could she have slipped downstairs unseen?”

      By peering over the railing—or through it, as the boys did—they could see the disapproving-of-children concierge in position behind the counter, but even as they watched, he turned away from the foyer and vanished from their sight.

      “Come on.” Toby rapidly went down the stairs.

      Diana followed after the boys. A quick glance toward the counter showed that the concierge was facing the rear wall of keys and pigeonholes and was engrossed in whatever he was doing. He didn’t hear them as, careful to stand on the runner and carpets, they reached the foyer and slipped into the hallway on the other side of the stairs.

      The hallway ended in a rear foyer from which three corridors radiated. According to the signs mounted on the walls, the corridors led to a range of dining rooms, parlors, smoking rooms, and courtyards, as well as to other guest rooms.

      Diana felt increasingly anxious, increasingly tense, as if a clock somewhere was ticking. Standing in the center of the rear foyer, she surveyed the three corridors with their multiple doors. To Toby, she murmured, “She has the bear with her.”

      He glanced her way, then stated, “We need to split up.” He looked at the boys. “You two go together, and Mama and I will go on our own. We’ll each take a corridor. Look inside any room into which she might have gone. Don’t call her unless you see her and need to attract her attention. We want to keep our search as quiet as possible so we don’t draw any attention from the hotel staff.”

      “Don’t run,” Diana added. “Walk and look, just as she must have done.”

      “Search to the end of the corridor,” Toby instructed, “then come back here, and we’ll see if any of us have found her.”

      The boys nodded, and after sharing a quick look with Toby, Diana urged the pair down one corridor, then, adhering to her own injunction, walked far less briskly than she wanted to toward the corridor to the left. As she entered the hallway, she glanced back and saw Toby ambling in a relaxed manner down the third corridor.

      While inspecting several parlors and a small library, she reflected that, despite knowing that, together with Evelyn, the so-important dispatches were missing, Toby had seemed a lot less exercised over that. If she’d read him aright, he was more concerned over Evelyn falling afoul of some censorious member of the hotel’s staff.

      She reached the end of the corridor without sighting Evelyn’s curly head.

      Trying not to look grim, she started back and had nearly reached the rear foyer when she heard pattering footsteps—light footsteps coming very fast toward the foyer from the corridor down which the boys had gone.

      Her heart leaping, she rushed on.

      She reached the rear foyer—fortunately empty—and looked down the other corridor to see Bryce almost running toward her.

      He saw her and skidded to a halt.

      Urgently beckoning her to follow, he started back along the hallway.

      She rushed after him.

      She caught up when he halted before a short wall of glass—long glass windows and glass doors.

      Bryce pointed outside. “She’s there!”

      Beyond the glass wall lay a small paved courtyard, cool beneath the shade of several large trees. Three round white-painted wrought iron tables with matching chairs were arranged on the old flagstones. Only the chairs about the center table were occupied, as three very old, likely Italian ladies in their teatime finery sat in the shade.

      The trio were currently being entertained by Evelyn, who was showing off Rupert the Bear.

      With his hands clasped behind his back, Roland stood just behind Evelyn, listening and not interrupting.

      Diana took in the old ladies’ amused, interested, and encouraging expressions, and relief slid through her.

      Bryce looked up at her. “We found her, and we remembered about not making any fuss, so Roland went to stay with her while I came to find you and Papa.”

      Diana patted his shoulder. “That was clever thinking.” She glanced along the corridor, but Toby hadn’t appeared. She returned her gaze to the scene in the courtyard. “But I think it’s time we reclaimed your sister and returned upstairs to get ready for dinner.”

      That would serve as her excuse for extricating Evelyn and bearing her away.

      Diana opened the door to the courtyard and walked toward the group about the table.

      Evelyn heard her footsteps, glanced around, and smiled beatifically. “And this is my mama.”

      Still buoyed by relief, Diana smiled back, then extended the gesture to the three old ladies and inclined her head respectfully. She halted beside Roland, put a hand approvingly on his shoulder, then stepped past him and crouched beside Evelyn and met her eyes. “It seems you’ve found some new friends.”

      “Yes!” the little girl lisped. “I went looking for some children to play with. Because of the man at the desk, I thought they might be hiding. But I didn’t find any, and these ladies told me they don’t think there are any other children here.”

      That explained what Evelyn had thought she was doing; in Vienna, she’d been accustomed to finding children to play with wherever she went.

      “Ah.” Diana nodded in understanding, then smiled at the old ladies. She had just enough Italian to excuse her lack of facility with the language.

      But the nearest old lady—who seemed to be the leader—graciously waved the comment aside. “We have a leetle of the English, and it is always a pleasure to hear the voice of such a young one.” She smiled approvingly at Evelyn. “This angel has been enlivening our afternoon by showing us her toy. He is a veery ’andsome fellow, is he not?”

      Pleased by the compliment, Evelyn triumphantly held Rupert up beside her. “He is.”

      Despite the drama of the preceding minutes, Diana found herself laughing with the old ladies. She rose, and the next few minutes were spent in the usual polite exchanges between travelers whose paths had crossed.

      Eventually, with her palms resting on Evelyn’s shoulders, Diana gathered Roland with a glance and said, “But now, we must go upstairs and get ready for dinner.”

      “Oh-ho, yes!” the nearest old lady said.

      The eyes of all three ladies were twinkling.

      “At this establishment,” the nearest went on as if imparting a warning to the wise, “sadly, they are very strict with children. That is why there are no others here.” She smiled again at Evelyn and Roland, then, still smiling, nodded to Diana. “Thank you for the company of your young ones. It has been our pleasure to make their acquaintance.”

      “So polite,” one of the other ladies murmured.

      “And happy, too,” the third said.

      Entirely sincerely, Diana beamed. Indeed, she felt as proud of the children as if they were her own.

      With thanks echoing all around, she ushered Evelyn and Roland out of the courtyard and drew the glass door closed behind them.

      With Bryce asking eager questions and Roland and Evelyn answering, Diana urged the three onward to the rear foyer as fast as she dared.

      They stepped out of the corridor to find Toby standing in the center of the space. He swung to face them, and the relief that lit his face told Diana that she hadn’t been the only one imagining something worse.

      Before she could explain, Evelyn, still holding Rupert the Bear, skipped ahead and declared, “I made some new friends, but they weren’t children. They’re old!” Her tone implied, “Fancy that!”

      Toby shot a questioning glance at Diana, and she smiled and explained as she urged him and the children back toward the front foyer and the stairs.

      “Ah. I see.” As they neared the stairs, Toby looked down in some consternation at Evelyn’s curly head.

      Noting the suspicious look the concierge was directing their way, Diana declared, “Indeed. But now, I think we should go up to our rooms and get ready for dinner.”

      Alerted by her tone, Toby stepped across, shielding the children from the concierge, and together, he and she ushered the trio upstairs.

      When they reached their rooms and Toby opened the door to the one Diana, Evelyn, and Helga were sharing, still happy, Evelyn skipped inside first.

      Helga looked up and saw Evelyn, and her relief was palpable. “There you are!”

      Following Evelyn inside, Diana held up a hand, halting the rebuke Helga was on the point of uttering.

      Diana glanced back and waited until the boys and Toby had entered. Once Toby had shut the door, she crouched and drew Evelyn to face her. “Dearest, while we’re traveling, you need to be more careful.”

      Sensing all was not as she’d thought, Evelyn started to look worried.

      Diana gave her an understanding smile. “I know you’re used to finding friends when we’re out and about in Vienna, but this town and, in fact, all the towns and cities we’ll visit until we get to your great-aunt’s house in England, aren’t the sort of places where it’s safe for you to go looking for friends, especially not alone.”

      Evelyn’s lower lip quivered. She glanced up at Toby, whom Diana could sense standing behind her, then looked back at Diana. “I’m sorry,” she said in a very small voice.

      Diana softened her smile and lightly hugged her. “That’s all right, sweetling. We know you didn’t mean to worry us.”

      Evelyn accepted the embrace, but drew back, her expression puzzled, presumably at the notion that her looking for friends was any cause for adult worry.

      Trying to think of the best way to explain—how much to say and what—Diana was grateful when Toby crouched beside her and, catching Evelyn’s big-eyed gaze, said, “In some towns, there might be bad men and even bad ladies who might want to take you away from us.” He gestured. “From Diana and me and your brothers and Helga and Bruno. We don’t want to lose you.”

      Alarm flared in Evelyn’s face. She stared at Toby for a second—as if confirming he was speaking the truth—then she launched herself at Diana and clung like a limpet. “Don’t lose me!”

      Don’t leave me!

      Diana heard the unuttered echo in Evelyn’s panicked tone and clutched the little girl to her.

      At the impact of the small body, so urgently trusting, pressed against her, at the tightness of Evelyn’s hold about her neck, Diana felt some emotion she’d never encountered before rise inside her.

      Smiling even though Evelyn couldn’t see, Diana pressed a kiss to her curls. “Don’t worry, my darling. We won’t.”

      We won’t lose you. We won’t leave you.

      She meant both and cuddled the little girl close.

      Toby reached across and, for a moment, let his hand rest on Evelyn’s head, a voiceless confirmation of Diana’s reassurance.

      Managing children when they were wholly your responsibility was, he was discovering, rather more involved than when one was merely an uncle and only temporarily in charge, if that. To his mind, Diana had managed this situation well. As well as anyone could.

      Lifting his hand from Evelyn’s head, he rose and turned to the boys. He gestured at the door to their room. “Let’s go and get ready for dinner.”

      The pair went very willingly. Both, it seemed, were thinking of the recent happening.

      Toby was glad they’d participated in the incident and witnessed the last moments, because they, too, needed to understand the potential dangers they might encounter during this trip. It hadn’t occurred to him before, but almost certainly, all three children would have led very sheltered lives.

      He—and Diana, too—should have warned the trio earlier against any approach by strangers or about approaching strangers themselves, but he and she had been so caught up in arranging and managing their day-to-day movements and otherwise focusing on presenting themselves as a family that the point simply hadn’t had time to surface in their minds.

      Despite the minor panic Evelyn had unwittingly caused, the exercise had been useful, revealing a vulnerability in his and Diana’s planning they hadn’t appreciated was there, allowing them the chance to address it before anything more serious occurred.

      As he joined the boys in changing their clothes, washing their faces, and combing their hair, he mentally prodded at the unexpected depth of responsibility he felt toward the Fellows children. In searching for Evelyn, his focus had been sharp and clear. He’d been intent on finding and reclaiming her, not Rupert the Bear.

      He’d recognized the threat to the dispatches and their unconventional repository, but they’d been relegated very definitely to secondary status.

      The shift in his priorities surprised him. He hadn’t thought that anything would ever be powerful enough to trump his determination to complete a mission but, apparently, the responsibility for children was.

      Once they were all ready, they gathered in the corridor and set out for the dining room downstairs. He wasn’t surprised that the children were quieter than usual, almost subdued. They were very much on their best behavior, and given that the concierge proved to also be presiding in the dining room as the maître d’hôtel, that was no bad thing.

      When the man found himself facing their party, his features tightened, and he glanced toward a table tucked away in a rear corner. Before he could speak, Toby caught the man’s eye and held his gaze for a fraught moment—it was early, and there were as yet few other diners in the room—and with no further resistance, they were shown to a large table in a prime position overlooking the piazza.

      The children quickly took their seats, and the distraction of people and horses in the square drew them out of the funk into which they’d sunk. Soon, Roland and Bryce were pointing out and passing judgment on various horses crossing before the hotel.

      Toby exchanged a more-relaxed glance with Diana. Although the children’s quieter versions were easier to manage, he preferred their normal, more gregarious selves.

      Despite a generalized nervousness over which utensils to use when, with Toby and Diana’s help, the children managed well. The waiters clearly did not share the maître d’hôtel’s opinion and were supportive and encouraging, and by the time the meal ended, the children were entirely confident and calm again.

      On rising from the table, they headed for the archway leading to the foyer. Of necessity, they had to pass the maître d’hôtel’s station, set up just inside and to the right of the doorway.

      Roland and Bryce, absorbed with some discussion, walked past without even noticing the dark look the maître d’hôtel bent on them.

      Evelyn, however, saw that look. She’d been following her brothers, with Toby and Diana close behind, and instead of going straight ahead, Evelyn deviated to fetch up before the maître d’hôtel’s wooden lectern.

      Unsure what to do—whether to intervene—Toby and Diana halted.

      Evelyn waited for a moment, but when the man didn’t look at her but kept his gaze on his paperwork, she boldly said, “I know you know I’m here. I just wanted to tell you that not all children are bad.”

      Startled, the maître d’hôtel looked at her, and earnestly, she continued, “My brothers and I would never do anything to hurt your nice restaurant. Or anything in the hotel.” She tipped her head, studying the now-astonished man. “I just wanted you to know that not all children are heathens.”

      Toby looked at Diana and mouthed, Heathens?

      She whispered back, “Helga lectures them not to be heathens.”

      The maître d’hôtel’s mustache was quivering, almost dancing on his upper lip. Then he finally surrendered and smiled.

      Evelyn beamed back. “I promise I don’t bite.”

      The maître d’hôtel laughed, then promptly slapped a hand over his mouth, clearly shocked by his own impropriety. But when he lowered the hand, he was still smiling. “I’m sure you are a very good girl.”

      Evelyn nodded. “I try hard to be. My brothers try to be good, too.”

      The maître d’hôtel’s gaze flicked to where Roland and Bryce had stopped and turned back and now waited, watching, obviously wondering if they needed to rescue their little sister.

      The maître d’hôtel’s smile deepened, and he nodded and looked back at Evelyn. “Did you enjoy your meal, Miss Caldwell?”

      “Yes.” Evelyn’s smile was bright. “I did.”

      Toby and Diana joined her. “We all enjoyed the meal,” Toby said. “Our thanks to you and your staff.”

      “However”—Diana urged Evelyn on—“it’s time we got you three upstairs and into bed.”

      “Goodnight.” Evelyn waved to the maître d’hôtel, then started toward her brothers.

      “Goodnight, sir,” called Roland and Bryce.

      Toby and Diana inclined their heads and followed the trio.

      “Goodnight,” the concierge-cum-maître d’hôtel quietly called after them.

      As the children started up the staircase, Toby and Diana paused at the foot to share an amused and amazed glance, then ascended in the children’s wake.

      Still smiling, Diana shook her head in lingering bemusement.

      Toby saw, dipped his head closer to hers, and murmured, “The power of a little girl’s smile.”

      Diana softly chuckled and nodded.

      Feeling that all was right with his world, Toby continued to smile all the way to their rooms.
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        * * *

      

      Later, once the boys were abed and sleeping soundly, Toby stepped into the corridor and gently closed the door behind him.

      He felt oddly restless, as if he wanted something and had no idea what yet felt he should—a peculiarly unsettling feeling.

      Having no real aim, he looked along the corridor and was surprised to see Diana at the far end, where an alcove afforded a view across the piazza to the town’s principal church.

      He hesitated, but the impulse to join her was the only one he had, and he turned his steps that way.

      She glanced at him as he halted beside her. When he didn’t meet her eyes but looked out over the town, she returned her gaze to the view. After a moment, she murmured, “At times, I think managing the children is a simple, straightforward exercise, then something happens, and I feel as if I’m entirely at sea.”

      He grunted. “You and me both.” A second later, he shook his head. “I’m accustomed to being able to predict the actions of those with whom I interact—all adults, usually, and people I either know well or whose needs and motives I can with reasonable accuracy guess. But children… Their way of looking at the world, their perspective, isn’t one I always instantly see.”

      He felt her gaze touch his face.

      “From Adrian’s comments, I gather you’re from a large family.”

      There was a question in her tone, and he saw no reason not to oblige. “On multiple levels. I have three siblings—an older brother and sister and a younger sister. All married, all with children.”

      “Ah. You’re the bachelor uncle.”

      He grinned. “Exactly. It’s a role that has fitted me well.”

      Until now.

      He hid a frown at the unexpected thought and went on, “But Fellows was referring to the wider family—the Cynsters as a whole—and that’s a much larger brood.”

      “How large?”

      “I actually counted at the last family gathering we all attended. My generation numbers twenty-eight Cynsters, and if you add the Chillingworths, who are as close as family, that takes us to thirty-two.” He glanced at her and smiled at her stunned look. “And all except me are married, and most have several children, so you can imagine the mayhem at family events and at the two annual gatherings at which attendance is expected.”

      Her expression stated she was trying to envision such an event, then slowly, she shook her head. “I can’t even begin to imagine such a horde.”

      Grinning, he nodded. “‘Horde’ is an appropriate word.”

      She sighed. “As I’m an only child of two only children, the entire landscape of sibling and cousinly interaction is unknown to me.”

      He blinked. “Weren’t there other families your parents were close to while you were growing up?”

      She lightly grimaced. “Not really. When I was young, Papa was always busy with his London practice, and Mama wasn’t strong. She stayed in the house, mostly, so I only had nurses and, later, governesses as companions.”

      Now it was Toby who couldn’t imagine… He shifted to lean against the edge of the alcove.

      “Then,” she went on, “Mama died. I was fifteen at the time, and Papa was so devastated, he decided to travel, and of course, he took me with him. We came to Vienna because of his interest in the medical faculty at the university, and after he helped treat a man who turned out to be connected to the royal family, Papa was suddenly in such demand from other members of the court that one thing led to another, and we stayed.”

      “I see.” What Toby was seeing was that she had never had the familial, sibling, and cousinly support that he possessed—that he had taken largely for granted all his life.

      She cocked her head and directed a curious and faintly challenging look his way. “In the interests of helping me understand how our three children”—she tipped her head toward their rooms—“might behave in various situations, tell me of the adventures and near-disasters that you remember from your childhood.”

      He laughed softly. “There are so many, it’s hard to choose.” He thought for a moment, then offered, “Once, when we were staying with my father’s cousin and his wife in Scotland, five of us went riding in the snow.” He related the tale of how they had unwittingly become trapped on an island in a river, cut off on all sides by a sudden raging torrent. “We were safe enough, but couldn’t get off. When we didn’t return by the time we should have…”

      In retelling the story, he relived the moments and felt again the effortless camaraderie that had flowed between him and his siblings and cousins, the unwavering warmth and support that had been his from the moment of his birth. A birthright in the true sense of the word—that sense of safety, of security, of privilege that had always been his.

      A gift of Fate he hadn’t fully appreciated until now.

      Once she’d finished exclaiming over his first tale, she asked, and he gave her two more stories from his memories. Both evoked the same result, the same reaction in him.

      After the third tale left her laughing, he waited, and when she quieted, admitted, “My life has been blessed—I do see that.”

      She met his eyes, then nodded. “It has. But I rather think it’s made you into the man you are.”

      He thought about that, then inclined his head in acknowledgment. Then he asked, “But what about you? Had circumstances permitted, what are the things you would like to have done and, perhaps, once we reach England, might now pursue?”

      A long moment passed before she replied, “I honestly can’t say. During our years in Vienna, I was always busy—supporting my father and helping in the practice. I never stopped to think—” She paused, then amended, “I never gave myself time to think about what my future might hold.” She met his eyes. “The present was always demanding enough.”

      A second ticked past as she held his gaze, then she arched her brows. “How would you reply to the same question if I was to pose it to you?”

      He blinked, thought, and was shocked to realize the truth. Through the shadows that now enveloped them, he met her gaze and admitted, “My answer would mirror yours. I haven’t stopped to think, and I honestly don’t know.”

      That was the truth that had prodded him to leave the room and come out here—that thing he wanted that he couldn’t define. It was an aim, a purpose—an end goal.

      They stared at each other through the dimness. Two people, two adults, equally adrift. Fate had thrust them together on this journey, and neither knew where it might end.

      As he’d told her of his youthful adventures, she’d relaxed and drawn closer. She stood near enough for their gazes to lock and hold.

      Toby was conscious of his pulse accelerating, of the rising impulse to reach for her.

      The spell holding them tightened, drew in.

      They swayed, just a fraction closer.

      Tiny as it was, the movement jerked them both back to full awareness.

      They blinked, then stared at each other, shock and surprise etching their expressions. Both equally uncertain.

      Neither sure of what they wanted.

      Much less what they could have.

      She recovered first, or perhaps her shock cut deeper. She mumbled an excuse Toby only half heard—something about checking on Evelyn—then she turned and walked quickly back to the room.

      Still dazed, he watched as she opened the door and glanced through the shadows at him, then she whisked through the door, and it softly closed.

      He continued to stare as his brain started working again, started calculating, evaluating possibilities, assessing the odds.

      Despite the flaring attraction having been there, between them, from the moment they’d met, he had to wonder if tonight’s escalation—the impulses they’d both clearly felt and to which they’d nearly succumbed—had been brought on by the charade.

      Their necessary charade of being husband and wife, parents to three children.

      He narrowed his eyes as he considered that.

      In the end, when he pushed away from the alcove’s side and made his way to his room and his bed, he was in much the same state as when he’d left the room in search of… self-understanding.

      He really wasn’t sure. And he honestly couldn’t tell.
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      The following morning, Toby felt decidedly out of sorts, not least because he was abradingly aware that, in the wake of the night’s exchanges, Diana was keeping a very high albeit intangible barrier between them.

      Given that she had been as involved as he, he didn’t think that was fair.

      Over breakfast in the dining room, she didn’t meet his eyes once.

      Unfortunately, he had no idea what to do about her reaction, any more than he knew what he wanted. From himself or from her.

      How had he ended up in such a tangle?

      Again, he honestly didn’t know.

      And that was very unlike him. Uncertainty wasn’t normally in his repertoire.

      He clung to his role as papa to her mama, helped marshal their troops, and got them packed and down the stairs.

      This morning, the staff, including the concierge, were all smiles and good wishes; while he paid their shot, the children stood beside him, smiling angelically.

      Finally, he had his family loaded into the coach for the short trip to the station.

      As the coach rolled off, Diana briefly glanced his way. “Surely we’re too early? I thought you said the train doesn’t leave until noon.”

      Trying not to grump, he replied, “Boarding commences at eleven, but until then, I thought we could spend our time at that park we passed yesterday on our way into town. It had a swing and a seesaw and space to run.”

      He glanced down at Bruno, who had again spent the night with Gunter and was now stretched out on the floor between everyone’s feet.

      Diana followed Toby’s gaze and admitted, “Wearing out Bruno”—and the children—“before spending hours sitting in a train would be a very wise move.”

      She was trying her damnedest to ignore her awareness of the man beside her and not allow her mind to dwell on what had so nearly happened the previous night. Even now, she wasn’t sure what had occurred—what had changed, much less how or why.

      Her reaction to him confused her. He irritated but also intrigued her.

      Simultaneously annoying and enticing.

      Inwardly, she shook her head, and when Gunter halted the carriage beside the park, she determinedly kept her mind and her senses focused on the task of getting the children out of the coach and distracted with the swings and seesaw.

      With Bruno to exercise as well, the children were soon absorbed, throwing his ball for him and running and romping.

      That left her with little to do but sit on a bench and watch. It was just after nine o’clock, and there were few other people about.

      Helga had brought out her mending—with three active children, there was always mending—and had claimed a bench close by the coach, where she was joined by Gunter. The pair had been friends for years, ever since Adrian and Alicia had settled in Austria, but when Gunter returned with the coach to Vienna, he and Helga would likely not see each other again.

      Leaving the pair to their parting, Diana chose a bench beside the playground, sat, and watched the children play.

      Toby had been pushing Evelyn on the swing, but when the boys ran up to Diana to reclaim their musical instruments, Evelyn decided she needed to be a part of the impromptu orchestra.

      As they were in the open air and there were no other adults about to be inconvenienced, Diana encouraged the three to play to their hearts’ content.

      “Better now than later,” she murmured as Toby joined her on the bench.

      He grunted in agreement.

      After the children had exhausted their musical yearnings, they repacked the instruments, left them with her, then took off to run and play with Bruno.

      His arms crossed over his chest, Toby watched as the trio raced across the grass. “It’s… reassuring to see them running and playing, just like any other children.”

      She knew what he meant. After a second’s hesitation, she admitted, “I keep wondering how much they’ve taken in. Whether they truly appreciate that they won’t see their father again.”

      “Roland knows, but he’s pushed the understanding to the back of his mind. Being with the other two and fulfilling what he sees as his responsibility to lead and to keep them safe, happy, and content gives him a reason to focus on the here and now and leave his grieving for later.”

      “I have to say, I’m grateful for that. For the way he’s managing.”

      From the corner of her eye, she saw Toby nod.

      A moment later, his gaze still on the children, he observed, “For them, this hour or so is a moment of release in which they can just be children again. Children without any imposed restraint. They don’t have to remember anything. They can just have fun.”

      “Hopefully, that will help when we get on the train and the necessary caution returns.” She watched the three playing catch, with Bruno leaping between them. “It’s good to see Roland smiling and laughing, even if it doesn’t last.”

      Eventually, the children decided to return to the swings. They brought Bruno back to the bench, and Toby refastened the dog’s leash and held it so that Bruno couldn’t run after the children as they raced off.

      Seizing the moment to glance sidelong at Toby, watching him faithfully track the children, she realized that, for everyone’s sakes, she had to put the odd moment in the alcove behind her.

      Bury it, if need be, but she and he couldn’t afford awkwardness between them. Too much was at stake; regardless of how discombobulated he made her feel, they had to believably pretend to be a married couple, and awkwardness could never be a part of that.

      She looked away—toward the children—before he noticed her staring.

      Bruno sat between them, looking from one face to the other. He whined, then yapped, patently encouraging.

      Toby grinned at the dog, then glanced at her. “We should go for a walk ourselves. Stretch our legs before the confines of the train. Perhaps around the park so we can keep the children in sight while we amble.”

      She thought of her resolution and nodded. “We should.” She rose and shook out her skirts.

      He offered his arm.

      She steeled herself and, with a passable show of nonchalance, twined her arm with his.

      They set off, ambling slowly around the park, with Bruno foraging ahead, questing this way and that with his nose to the ground, hunting scents.

      The farther they strolled, the more confident Toby grew that the peculiar strain between them, occasioned by that strange moment in the alcove, was gradually fading.

      He breathed easier and tried not to think of how odd it was that her tension had so affected him.

      Regardless, it appeared that they’d got past that difficulty.

      Other people had begun arriving at the park—couples and nursemaids and tutors with their charges—and more children were milling in the playground.

      In wordless accord, Toby and Diana turned their steps toward the children.

      “How much longer—” Diana broke off as a long, wheezing whistle sounded. She looked toward the station, which was only a block away. “The train’s just pulling in.”

      After confirming that, Toby drew out his watch and consulted it. “It’s almost eleven o’clock.”

      The children had heard the long-awaited signal and came pelting up. “Can we go?” they chorused.

      “We want to see the train,” Bryce said, earnestly adding, “If we go early enough, we might be able to see the engine.”

      “That,” Toby stated, “will depend on what the train staff allow, but yes, let’s collect Helga and get back into the coach and go and see what we can see.”

      The children cheered and raced ahead. After sharing a wry glance, still arm in arm, Toby and Diana walked quickly in their wake.

      By the time they reached Helga, she’d packed up her mending, and Gunter was already on the coach’s box.

      The children clambered into the coach. Toby helped Helga up, then handed Diana in. He was about to follow when a figure, glimpsed from the corner of his eye, made him pause.

      Suddenly alert, features hardening, he looked across the lawn at a man in a dark calf-length coat. The man had his back to Toby and was strolling slowly in the opposite direction.

      For one instant, Toby had thought the man was Heinrik Maier. Something about the way he walked… and by height and build, the man could be Heinrik, except that he had a lady on his arm. A lady in a topaz-colored coat with a matching feather in her hat.

      Heinrik would never involve a woman in his missions, any more than Toby would, at least under normal circumstances.

      His present circumstances were anything but normal, but like Toby, Heinrik never worked with a partner, much less a female.

      The man couldn’t be Heinrik.

      Toby shook off the irrational suspicion. He’d been expecting Heinrik to appear, so he was seeing him even when he wasn’t there.

      He climbed into the carriage, took his seat beside Diana, and closed the door.

      Gunter set the horses in motion. The children twisted in their seats, peering toward the station.

      Diana caught Toby’s eyes and arched her brows.

      He shook his head, then murmured, “I thought I saw someone I recognized, but I was wrong—it wasn’t him.”
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        * * *

      

      They reached the station, and Toby helped Gunter pile the luggage on the pavement, then leaving Diana, the children, Bruno, and Helga making their farewells to the coachman, Toby summoned porters to load their bags on a cart and convey them to their carriage.

      As the porters trundled the loaded cart toward the platform, Toby returned to his family in time to offer Gunter his hand, along with his sincere thanks. He’d already ensured that the coachman had sufficient funds for the return journey, and finally, Gunter climbed to his position on the box, saluted them, then flicked the reins, and the coach rumbled away.

      “Come along.” With a conspiratorial glance at Diana, Toby gave the children and Helga no time to watch the last link with their past life vanish. “We need to catch up with our porters and find our carriage.”

      The ensuing interval reminded him of herding goats. Despite the escalating bustle inside the station and the distracting shouts and unexpected noises, he managed to get their party to the gate and handed the official there their tickets.

      They waited while the man, at whom the children were staring with rapt attention, inspected the vouchers. Satisfied, he clipped the slips and, with a smiling nod to the wide-eyed trio, returned the tickets to Toby. “The very last carriage, sir.”

      He accepted the tickets with a smile. “Thank you.” He stepped back to usher Diana and Helga through the gate, then followed, only to discover the boys, with Bruno on his leash, heading determinedly toward the engine. After checking that Diana was holding Evelyn’s hand, Toby strode after the boys, his longer legs allowing him to quickly overtake them. He stepped around them, into their path, spread his arms, and turned them around. “Our carriage is the other way.”

      Forced to retreat, the pair stared at him. “Can’t we go and see the engine?” Bryce asked.

      “Perhaps later.” Toby made his tone firm. “First, we need to claim our compartments and stow away all our luggage.”

      “Oh.” The pair sounded far less enthused about that, but dutifully trooped back along the platform to where Diana, Evelyn, and Helga had sensibly waited.

      Gathering them all with a wide-armed gesture, Toby ushered them to the very last carriage—the second of two first-class sleeper carriages. The porters were waiting with their luggage nearby; Toby waved them to the door that stood open to the platform at the far end of their carriage.

      He reached the door first and quickly lifted the children and Bruno, one after the other, over the deep steps and deposited them inside the carriage. He turned and helped Helga up the iron steps, then gave Diana his hand. She gripped his fingers tightly; he was conscious of a subtle warmth emanating from the contact. Ignoring that, as soon as she was inside, he followed.

      To the boys, waiting eagerly in the corridor that ran the length of the carriage, he said, “Second door along and keep Bruno with you.” To Diana, he said, “You, Evelyn, and Helga should take the last compartment.”

      Diana nodded. “And you and the boys will be in the next one along.”

      She opened the door and urged Evelyn—somewhat overawed by all the noise—ahead of her. Once Diana was inside, Helga followed.

      The boys had already gone into their compartment. Toby could hear their eager voices as they exclaimed over this and that.

      He turned and found the porters waiting behind him, weighed down with the bags.

      The older porter raised the bags he carried. “Which go where?”

      Toby directed, and the luggage was duly passed into the correct compartments.

      Diana and Helga accepted their bags and stowed them away in the racks and beneath the lower bunk bed.

      Toby handed his and the boys’ luggage to Roland and Bryce to pile on the long bench seat.

      Finally, all the luggage had been brought in. Toby thanked the porters and tipped them generously, then went into the compartment he would share with the boys. With the rapid facility of the frequent traveler, he soon had all their bags appropriately stowed, much to the boys’ intrigued interest.

      With that done, Toby stood just inside the corridor door, dragged in a breath, then turned to the wall between their two compartments and knocked on the connecting panel. He slid across the catch on their side, then heard fumbling on the other side.

      A second later, Diana opened the panel. She saw him and smiled. “That’s handy.” She looked into Toby’s compartment, then drew back. “That will give the children more space.”

      Bruno, who had already nosed around their compartment and had been lying on the floor, was the first through the door, eager to check the scents in the ladies’ space.

      Evelyn, seated on the lower bunk bed, laughed as the dog ran to her to be petted.

      Toby looked into the ladies’ compartment. As he’d expected, it was identical to the one he and the boys would share, with two fixed bunk beds on one long wall, one above the other, and a long bench that could be made up into a third bed along the opposite wall. There was enough space to walk comfortably between the bench and the bunks, and a small table jutted from beneath the window opposite the corridor door.

      Bryce tugged Toby’s coat. “What about food? We didn’t bring enough.”

      Toby grinned. “There’s a dining car farther up the train. From dinnertime on, we’ll be taking our meals there.” The hotel had packed a hamper for lunch, and Helga had brought sufficient biscuits to feed Bruno for some time.

      Toby thought to add, “The water closet is at the other end of this carriage.” He couldn’t think of anything else they currently needed to know.

      Roland and Bryce had peeked into the other compartment, but showed no inclination to join Evelyn and Bruno.

      Instead, Roland fixed Toby with a wide-eyed look. “Can we go and see the engine now?”

      Toby glanced at Diana, but she didn’t object. He inwardly sighed and looked at the boys, who were eagerly, hopefully waiting. “All right. But you must stay with me.”

      The boys cheered. Under cover of the noise, Toby murmured to Diana, “Please tell me Evelyn doesn’t want to come.”

      Diana met his eyes, then turned and said, “Evelyn, the boys are going with Papa to see the smelly, smoky, dirty engine. Do you want to go, too?”

      When Evelyn, who was busy tucking Rupert the Bear under the covers, wrinkled her nose and shook her head, Toby exhaled. He ducked his head and murmured in Diana’s ear, “Bless you.”

      She laughed and waved him to the open door of his compartment. “You’d better hurry, or they’ll get away from you.”

      Stifling a curse, Toby turned and went. He stepped into the corridor to find the boys waiting, jigging impatiently, by the still-open carriage door. He closed the compartment door and went to join them.

      “Can we jump down?” Roland asked.

      “Carefully, but let me go first.” Toby slipped past them and went down the steps.

      After scanning the immediate area, he stood back and beckoned, and one after the other, with wide grins on their faces, the boys landed confidently on the platform.

      Reassured, he waved them along the train. “Let’s go—but no running!” He only just remembered the injunction in time.

      The boys hurried along, and he kept pace, using the opportunity to scan the other passengers now milling on the platform and boarding the train. Although he’d convinced himself that it wasn’t Heinrik he’d glimpsed in the park, the false sighting had left him unsettled and feeling as if he needed to be looking in every direction at once.

      On top of that, the boys’ curiosity had overcome any reserve they might have had over accosting the porters and other railway staff they came across, asking about the station, the train, and the engine and about what each man did, the role each played.

      By the time they reached the engine, quietly puffing at the head of the train, Toby was feeling more frazzled and harassed than he ever had and decidedly on edge to boot.

      This is how my siblings and cousins must feel when traveling with their children.

      He’d frequently poked fun at them and teased them, too, but he never would again. Guarding and guiding children was hard work, a fact he hadn’t truly appreciated until now.

      He might be a pretend papa, yet still, the responsibility was there, very much a weight on his shoulders.

      He realized that Diana would feel the same and wondered at that.

      Naturally, Roland and Bryce were keen to speak with the driver and his assistants, but they weren’t the only young boys traveling that day. A small group had gathered about the driver, who stood on the platform in his long dust coat and gauntlets, with goggles perched on his head; flanked by two assistants, he was answering eager questions right and left.

      Roland and Bryce joined the small circle.

      Toby stood back and used the moment to scan the crowd of arriving passengers.

      No one stood out. No glimpse set any alarm bells ringing.

      Regardless, his instincts remained raised like a hound’s hackles.

      Finally, someone inside the engine house blew a long, loud blast on the whistle, and the driver called an end to the questions and recommended all the boys race back to their seats.

      Toby was waiting to race with the boys—this time, more or less running, given they had to get to the far end of the train.

      They made it just in time, and Toby followed the pair as they scrambled on board. The instant he’d gained the carriage floor, a grinning conductor slammed the door shut, then pulled out a flag, blew a blast on his whistle, and signaled up the train.

      The engine engaged, and the train jerked, then slowly started rolling. The boys staggered into their compartment, followed by Toby, and the three of them collapsed on the bench.

      Diana appeared at the connecting door. Relief was in her eyes, but she laughed at the sight of them. “We wondered if you would make it back in time.”

      Toby sat up. “Only just.” He looked at the boys. Their faces were shining with satisfaction. “Did the driver and his engine live up to your expectations?”

      “Oh yes!” Roland’s eyes lit.

      “It was so big!” Bryce added.

      “Well,” Diana said, swaying in the doorway as the train gathered pace, “if you would care to join us, we’re about to open the lunch hamper.”

      The boys cheered, leapt to their feet, and followed Diana into the other compartment.

      Toby remained where he was and told himself they were safely away and he could, therefore, relax, at least for a little while.

      The trouble was, some part of him adamantly refused to believe that.

      After a moment, he heaved a sigh, rose, and went to see what the hotel had given them to eat.
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        * * *

      

      After discussing their options, that evening, Diana and Toby elected to take the children to the dining car for the early sitting for dinner. Helga was happy to remain with Bruno and go to the late sitting that catered to the staff of first-class passengers.

      The first-class dining car was the third carriage from their end of the train, beyond the other first-class sleeper carriage and before the two first-class carriages that were seating only.

      With Toby at her back, Diana ushered the round-eyed children through the swinging half-glazed door and into the dining car, where they were immediately greeted by a headwaiter garbed in severe black-and-white.

      He bowed and took in their group. “A family table, yes. For five.” With a brisk movement, he picked up menus, then gestured down the row of longer tables set perpendicular to one side of the car. “If you will come this way.”

      He led them to a table nearly halfway along the car.

      Diana exchanged a swift glance with Toby, then urged first Bryce, then Evelyn, to sit and scoot along one bench, then Diana sat at the aisle end.

      On the opposite side of the table, Toby sent Roland toward the window, then he, too, sat protectively on the aisle end of the bench.

      The head waiter looked faintly relieved, no doubt imagining the hazards of small children slipping from a table without parental reins. Briskly, he handed out menus, including to the children, and, in sonorous tones, informed them he would be back to take their orders shortly.

      He bowed and withdrew.

      Looking around, Diana noted that there were two other families already seated. Their party was in no way remarkable.

      She opened her menu, and Evelyn and Bryce copied her, and they settled to decide what they would like to eat.

      The children were fascinated with the fittings—the table itself, the lights, the utensils, all of which were subtly different from what they’d previously seen. And when it came, they were intrigued by the food, too, in many cases shaped to reduce rolling and served in plates designed to limit spills.

      Diana was both amused by the trio’s many questions and relieved that they were taking to the experience so well. They ate readily, but they’d always had good appetites. Still, she’d feared that they would be more reluctant, more shrinking, and while occasionally, Roland grew quiet—just for a few minutes when, she suspected, the reality of his father not being with them intruded—there’d been no sign of resistance to, much less refusal over, anything they’d been called on to do.

      When, ever curious, Bryce asked a waiter how a piece of melon came to be a round ball and the waiter went to the kitchen and brought back the implement used to scoop the melon and demonstrated at the table—to the curious stares of several other children and the amusement of the rest of the staff—Diana glanced at Toby and met his laughing eyes.

      She smiled back, then looked at Roland and Evelyn. All three children were relaxed and happy, content in the moment.

      Surreptitiously, she glanced again at Toby. She wasn’t surprised that the three trusted her—she was their godmother, and they’d known her for all of their lives—but now, they treated Toby with the same degree of belief, of absolute unquestioning trust.

      He’d been careful, she knew, not to overstep. He hadn’t presumed. And he’d won them over.

      That told her more about him than about the children she already knew so well.

      Toby thanked the obliging waiter and quietly tipped him, and the waiter grinned, bowed, and left, and they settled to consume their chosen desserts.

      With hers finished, Diana sat back. All in all, this journey was progressing much more smoothly than she’d expected.

      Toby, too, was starting to relax, to allow himself to believe that, at least at this moment, there was no threat, potential or otherwise, looming anywhere close.

      From his position opposite Diana, he had an excellent view of Evelyn, who was seated between Diana and Bryce and trying to feed some of her custard to Rupert the Bear.

      He thought of describing the scene to Drake. In light of what was inside the stuffed bear, the thought of Drake’s reaction made Toby grin.

      He was still grinning when he saw Bryce look up and past him, and a curious, questioning expression bloomed on the boy’s face.

      Instantly, Toby straightened and glanced around—just as Heinrik Maier, with a pretty lady in a topaz-colored traveling gown on his arm, halted in the aisle by Toby’s shoulder.

      Silently, Toby swore. He felt certain the lady had a coat the same color as her gown and a hat sporting a matching feather.

      Tensing, he met Heinrik’s gaze.

      Heinrik’s features were set in a pleasant expression. “Tobias. What a surprise to see you here.” Outwardly, he was just a gentleman encountering another gentleman with whom he was acquainted, except for the world-weary cynicism underlying his words.

      His own expression impassive, Toby inclined his head. “Likewise, Heinrik. I had thought you engaged elsewhere. St. Petersburg, wasn’t it?”

      Heinrik adopted a cast-down air. “Sadly, the Russian court failed to hold my interest.” His gaze had moved from Toby to take in the others at the table, shrewdly noting all he could see.

      Toby fought not to clench his jaw. There was nothing he could do in that moment other than bring it to as rapid an end as possible without attracting further attention. He had no way of knowing who else might hear of any altercation.

      Before he could think of how to get rid of the man, Heinrik returned his gaze to Toby’s face. “I believe I crossed your trail in Vienna. Our Prussian friends were in something of a state. They raced off west, one can only hope to the arms of their masters. However that may be”—smiling benignly, Heinrik glanced around the table—“I seriously doubt they realized that you were traveling en famille.”

      Toby gritted his teeth and glanced at Diana as, with an aristocratic Austrian’s precision, Heinrik bowed to her and the children. Hoping Heinrik was about to leave, Toby bit his tongue and said nothing to detain him.

      Diana, however, met Heinrik’s gaze and smiled, polite yet somehow steely. “Mr. Heinrik, what brings you and your lovely… wife, is it—to be traveling this way?”

      Heinrik stiffened, and Toby whipped his gaze back to his old foe’s face. What he read in the suddenly wary lines made him blink, then almost smile. He knew why Heinrik was there, but who was the lady, and why was she on Heinrik’s arm? She certainly wasn’t his wife; had Heinrik married, Toby would have heard.

      Heinrik shot Toby a tight-lipped glance. Heinrik was caught; he wanted to leave without answering, but couldn’t risk causing a scene.

      Apparently aware of that, when Heinrik didn’t speak, Diana leant to the side and looked at the lady inquiringly.

      To Toby’s delight, the lady responded by shifting around Heinrik and extending her hand to Diana. “I am Eva Graf, Mrs.…?”

      Diana smiled and shook the offered hand. “Caldwell. Diana Caldwell.”

      Heinrik promptly bowed. “Heinrik Maier, Mrs. Caldwell. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” He gestured to the youngsters. “And these are your children, yes?”

      Diana noted the quick quirk of a brow Heinrik directed at Toby. “Indeed,” she affirmed, then pointedly looked past Heinrik at the waiter hovering behind him. “But if you wish to dine, we shouldn’t keep you.”

      Heinrik glanced around, saw the waiter, and nodded. “Of course.” With a smile and a nod to Toby and Diana, he added, “No doubt we’ll catch up with you later.”

      With that, Heinrik gripped Eva’s arm and urged her on.

      With a last smiling look at Diana, Eva went, and Heinrik followed.

      Diana glanced around and saw the elegant couple being shown to an empty two-person banquette.

      She returned her gaze to Toby, then looked at the children.

      All three were regarding her and Toby with round, serious eyes.

      Roland asked, “Are those not nice people?”

      Surprised at the question, Toby exchanged a swift glance with Diana. Obviously, the children had sensed the tension in the air and interpreted it more or less accurately.

      After a second’s thought, he offered, “It’s not that they’re not nice, but—and please do remember this—they, both of them, are not people it would be wise to trust.”

      Diana was regarding the three assessingly. When Toby glanced her way, she met his gaze and said, “I think”—she looked at the children—“that we should make a rule that none of you three should go anywhere without either Papa or me with you.”

      Toby nodded in agreement. “That’s a very sensible idea.” He looked at the children. “All right?”

      Without the slightest hesitation, all three heads nodded, and judging by their expressions, their agreement was more like a promise.
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        * * *

      

      When, a mile or so short of Verona, the train halted to allow the passengers a decent night’s rest, Toby was far too much on edge to find sleep.

      He was exceedingly grateful that he’d had the foresight—and experience—to book the last compartments at the end of the train. Wreathed in shadows, he could lounge with his back against the rear door with his gaze trained up the narrow corridor, keeping watch on the approach to their compartments while the others slept.

      He’d been there for more than half an hour, revisiting the incident in the dining car, when the door to the nearer compartment, the one Diana, Helga, and Evelyn were sharing, quietly opened.

      Diana looked out and spotted him in the shadows. After a second of studying him, she stepped out and carefully, silently closed the door. Then, head rising, she walked toward him.

      As Diana neared the tall figure shrouded by the night, she murmured, “They’re all asleep.”

      He remained propped against the door as she halted before him. A certain fine tension seemed to infuse his long frame. After a second, his voice low and deep, he said, “You should get what sleep you can, too.” He glanced past her, along the corridor. “When you go back inside, pile some bags behind the door so no one can open it easily or quietly. I’ll do the same in the other compartment when I go in.”

      She arched a skeptical brow. “And when will that be?”

      His lips quirked in what she thought was a faint smile. “I’m not sure. Closer to dawn, at any rate.”

      She folded her arms as if that would somehow shield her from the flaring compulsion to move closer to him. “If I recall correctly, Heinrik Maier is the Austrian you hoped wouldn’t be sent after us.”

      Toby sighed, the sound soft in the night. “Heinrik is the very last agent I wanted to see. He and I… We have quite a history. A colorful, eventful gamesmanship-type rivalry.” He paused, then went on, “All else aside, that means that in any situation, we each understand how the other is likely to react.”

      His lips twisted, and he shifted his shoulders against the door. “That it’s Heinrik who has caught up to us isn’t that much of a surprise. If anyone was going to, it would be him.”

      “But you thought he was in Russia.”

      “The last I heard, just as I set out for Vienna, he was. He must have been recalled urgently to reach Vienna so close behind me.”

      She digested that. “So his masters wanted him in particular.” She arched a brow. “That confirms he’s good at what he does.”

      “He is, but in general, I’m better.”

      “Hmm. I believe that’s your gamesmanship talking, and we shouldn’t forget that pride goeth before a fall.”

      He nodded. “And that’s why I plan on being out here over the next hours.”

      She frowned. “I thought you said Heinrik—the Austrians—weren’t dangerous.”

      “No,” Toby replied. “I said they don’t generally resort to violence, but I wouldn’t like to wager, now he knows about the children, even without knowing whose they are, that Heinrik won’t try to hold one of the boys or Evelyn hostage in order to force me to hand over the dispatches.”

      She stared at him for a long moment, then said, “The children are your Achilles’ heel. The chink in your armor.”

      And not just the children.

      He searched her eyes, trying through the dimness to find some clue to what she was thinking and not getting far. “Yes, but strange to say, and I’ll admit this is somewhat to my own surprise, I don’t regret agreeing to bring them with us. The idea of them being stranded in Vienna after Fellows passes is… not something I would wish on any child. Certainly, leaving them there to face what was coming wasn’t, to my mind, an option. Presumably, the embassy would have taken them in, but even so, with you having to leave with me, they wouldn’t have had anyone they trust with them to ease their way. Not even Helga would have been able to stay with them.”

      Diana’s eyes had adjusted to the night, allowing her to study his expression. She’d thought he’d agreed primarily because taking the children had been the only way she would agree to leave, but it appeared that she’d done him a disservice. He’d thought of the children, had understood their impending plight, and had acted to save them from it.

      Protector. Savior. Yes, that was him.

      And that was why he needed to stand guard through the night.

      She inclined her head. “Very well. If you’re determined to stay awake, I’ll try to sleep. One of us needs to be awake and functioning in the morning. But if there’s anything I can help with, wake me. I used to nurse my father’s patients. I sleep very lightly, and I’m accustomed to managing with very little and often broken rest.”

      His smile was surprisingly sweet. “Thank you,” he murmured. And, it seemed, beyond his control, his gaze lowered and settled on her lips.

      Attraction flared, hotter, more powerful, more insistent than before.

      Her breathing seized. She stared at his face, at his lips, and an impossible-to-deny yearning rose through her.

      She swayed closer, a wordless invitation.

      His gaze flickered over her face. A heartbeat passed, then he bent his head. Slowly, inch by inch lowering his lips toward hers, he gave her all the time in the world to spin on her heels and run.

      She wasn’t going to run.

      Boldly, she reached up with both hands, cupped his cheeks, and drew his lips to hers.

      A huff of surprise washed over her lips, then his lips met hers, found their fit, and settled.

      It wasn’t her kissing him or him kissing her. They kissed, equally curious, equally fascinated.

      Equally wanting to know.

      From the first, the sweet, gentle exploration was a shared endeavor, a shared quest, just as this journey was.

      For countless minutes, they—their lips—communed in the dark, brushing, pressing, seeking, learning.

      Promise, clear and definite, swelled and grew. There for the taking.

      But neither had forgotten where they were. Neither was the sort likely to forget, no matter the distraction.

      No matter the temptation.

      Yet it required effort to break the kiss—for him to raise his head, for her to ease back.

      For a moment, they stood close, their lids low, breathing each other’s breath, then she took another step back, and his arms, which she only then realized had closed gently about her, fell away.

      With her heart beating so much faster, she stared at him through the shadows.

      As he looked steadily back, his eyes dark in the night, she realized there was nothing she needed to say beyond a breathless “Goodnight.”

      She dipped her head, then turned away and, from behind her, heard him softly echo, “Goodnight.”

      Toby had seen the small, witchy smile that had curved her lips in the instant before she’d turned away, had noted the sensual warmth that had kindled in her eyes.

      With no hint of regret or concern, she walked to the compartment door, opened it, and went inside.

      He heard the latch click and finally allowed himself to think.

      To wonder.

      And imagine.

      Minutes passed, then he looked out of the window, only then realizing that he was still smiling in a manner that, were he anyone else, he would have described as besotted.
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      The children were proving to be early risers, inevitably waking bright-eyed and ready to see what the day would bring.

      Courtesy of the overnight halt, the train was still stationary. Despite his own lack of sleep, Toby decided to take advantage of the children’s eagerness; after consulting with Diana, during which exchange they both did their best to ignore any lingering effects from their late-night kiss, he and she herded the trio to the dining car for the earliest of the breakfast sittings.

      “With any luck,” Toby murmured, “we’ll avoid Heinrik and Eva.”

      That, however, was not to be. When the slightly harassed waiter showed them to their table—one of the few able to accommodate five—they discovered Heinrik and Eva already seated at the small table for two on the other side of the narrow aisle.

      Toby inwardly sighed. Evidently, Heinrik had guessed what they would do.

      After a quick glance at Toby, Diana urged Roland and Bryce to sit closer to the window on the bench seat, leaving her to claim the spot by the aisle, blocking Heinrik from ready access to the boys.

      Toby likewise ushered Evelyn and Rupert the Bear to the window side of the opposite seat and took the place on the aisle himself, denying Eva the chance to engage with Evelyn.

      The waiter promptly took their orders. As he left for the kitchen, the train’s whistle blew, then the carriage lurched and slowly started to roll forward.

      “We’re off!” Bryce turned curious eyes on Toby. “What’s the next station?”

      “Verona,” Toby supplied. He was going to have to decide how to deal with Heinrik and Eva—how to lose them.

      Heinrik’s and Eva’s breakfasts arrived, momentarily distracting them.

      Soon after, the children’s meals appeared, shortly followed by Diana’s and Toby’s.

      Once they were all eating and the waiters were elsewhere, Heinrik caught Toby’s eyes. “So, old friend, where are you headed? Or should I guess?”

      Toby swallowed a mouthful of sausage and eggs. “As I don’t know myself, guessing would seem singularly pointless.” He paused, then added, “Then again, perhaps your guesses might give me some ideas.” He waved with his fork. “So please, do enlighten me.”

      Heinrik looked disappointed, much as if Toby were being a difficult child.

      “Well,” Diana said, “we’re sightseeing, and the children and I are determined to see as many of the country’s sights as we can.”

      Toby seized the opening. “Exactly. So we’d thought to stick with the train—so much easier when traveling with children, you know—to Milan, possibly staying to view the local sights, and then perhaps head north to Como and spend some time on the lake.”

      Diana smiled brightly at Heinrik. “I’ve always wanted to see the Italian lakes. It’s one of those iconic holidays one should manage at least once in one’s life, don’t you think?”

      “That, of course,” Toby went on, “is provided the weather holds, given we’re nearing the end of the season. If after Milan, visiting the lakes doesn’t look promising, we might go on via Novara to Alessandria, then change to the Bologna line and stop off in Modena. From there, we’ll have to take to a coach to drop down to Firenze, and after that, we thought to head for Pisa and Livorno.”

      All limpid innocence, Toby met Heinrik’s faintly exasperated gaze. “We haven’t contemplated anything beyond that.”

      “Of course,” Diana said, “there’s much to see in those towns, and such a trip should see us into winter. We’ll have to decide where to spend the colder months.”

      Although Diana looked believably thoughtful, Toby knew Heinrik wouldn’t believe them. He also wouldn’t know whether they’d slipped any of the truth into their recitation, thus leaving him facing the conundrum of whether to disregard all they’d said and feel sure they wouldn’t go to any of those places or pay attention to those routes because Toby had been wily enough to include their true destination in amidst the blather.

      Most especially, Heinrik couldn’t be sure that Diana hadn’t spoken the literal truth as far as she knew it.

      Diana had been observing Heinrik more closely than she felt sure he’d realized. After dealing with her father’s patients for so many years, she felt confident in her assessment that Heinrik was like Toby in instinctively feeling protective toward women, but unlike Toby, who seemed to have a healthy regard for female abilities, Heinrik unconsciously dismissed women.

      Considering that, she shifted her gaze to Eva. Thus far, the other woman had merely listened, albeit avidly, to the exchange. “Tell me, Fraulein Graf, are you traveling to take in the sights? If so, what prospect most excites you?”

      Before Heinrik could intervene, Eva smiled and replied, “We are on our way to Milan. I am very much looking forward to spending a few days there. It is a wonderful city for fashion, you know, and there are several houses I hope to visit.”

      “Oh?” Diana looked encouraging. “Which houses interest you?”

      Toby watched with mounting amusement as the two ladies engaged in a detailed exchange of each other’s tastes and knowledge of fashions. While Diana was clear about her tastes, the knowledge was mostly contributed by Eva, which revealed quite a bit about the lady mysteriously and certainly unprecedentedly traveling with Heinrik.

      From the information Diana elicited, Eva was, like Heinrik, a scion of an aristocratic Austrian family. Unlike Heinrik, she was not a seasoned agent but, Toby judged, an agent nonetheless, presumably one of recent vintage.

      Why Heinrik was traveling with a junior agent was another intriguing question, but what most amused Toby about the exchange was Heinrik’s evident wish to halt it after the first few comments. More than Eva’s words themselves, that convinced Toby that Milan was, in fact, a destination Eva expected to reach, possibly remaining for a few days.

      Indeed, Heinrik’s discomfort only grew the more Eva, urged on by Diana’s artful questions, dwelled on her putative stay in Milan.

      In the end, Heinrik did the only thing he could to bring the discussion to a close. He cleared his plate and used that as an excuse to return to their compartment and take Eva with him.

      Toby responded politely through their leave-taking. Once the pair had quit the dining car, he caught Diana’s gaze. “Well done!” He allowed his very real admiration to color his expression. “Aside from all else, I seriously doubt Heinrik will allow Eva anywhere near either of us again.”

      Diana smiled brilliantly back. “I quite enjoyed that. And I got the distinct impression that Heinrik has been saddled with Eva in the sense he has to keep her with him.”

      Toby nodded. “I agree. That means that where Eva hoped to go, Heinrik expected to lead her there.”
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        * * *

      

      The train stopped at Verona station to allow passengers to disembark or board and also to take on supplies. That meant an extended halt. Having known that would happen, Toby left the others in their adjoining compartments with strict instructions to remain inside and took up a position on the platform at the base of the steps at the rear of their carriage—just another gentleman passenger stretching his legs and looking around while waiting for the train to depart.

      Aside from keeping an eye on those joining the train, he used the minutes to consider Heinrik’s plans and evaluate options for thrusting a spoke in Heinrik’s wheels, preferably losing him and Eva altogether.

      When they’d pulled into the station, Toby had been worried that the children—the boys especially—might want to investigate the train and the place, but on noting his concern, Diana had suggested a card game that, apparently, all three children loved. Once they were absorbed, Toby had been able to slip from the carriage without any of the three taking the slightest notice.

      Occasionally, through the closed door of the last compartment, a peal of childish laughter reached him.

      He was leaning his shoulders against the carriage’s side when Heinrik wandered up, apparently equally idle. Toby cast him a jaundiced look and arched a laconic eyebrow.

      Heinrik settled beside him. Surveying the concourse, Heinrik said, “I can’t decide if your mission is merely to get the lovely lady, who I assume is Fraulein Locke, to England or if you have the dispatches as well.”

      Reining in the impulse to assure Heinrik that his former assumption was correct—why else the children—Toby made a mental note to mention such a twist to Drake. Sending two agents—one to escort Diana and the other to take the dispatches—would have thrown rather more dust in their pursuers’ eyes.

      As it was, however… He manufactured a confused frown. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. What dispatches?”

      Heinrik sighed a you’re-wasting-my-time sort of sigh, then observed, “The children are a complicating factor. Where do they come in?”

      Toby looked at him uncomprehendingly. “You mean the Caldwell children?”

      Heinrik held up his hands. “All right. But you can’t keep your eyes on your luggage forever, not with three children with you. At some point⁠—”

      The train’s shrill whistle cut Heinrik off.

      The conductor came striding along the train, waving and shouting for everyone to get on board.

      Toby and Heinrik turned to the open door. Toby swiftly climbed the steps, then at the top, halted and turned, blocking the doorway and looking down at Heinrik.

      Still on the platform, Heinrik looked up. His features blanked as he realized his vulnerable position; if he tried to climb up, Toby could easily kick him out of the train and onto the platform.

      If Toby timed it correctly…

      Toby stared at Heinrik, then grunted and stepped back, allowing Heinrik to clamber up. “That,” Toby informed him, “is for what I owe you after that affair in Gibraltar.”

      Heinrik huffed and leant out to catch the carriage door and slam it shut.

      A commotion on the platform toward the middle of the train drew Toby’s and Heinrik’s attention. Toby shifted to look out over Heinrik’s head.

      Abruptly, Heinrik swore. He drew back and slammed the door.

      Tense, Toby asked, “Was that who I think it was?”

      His expression grim, Heinrik spat, “Jager and Koch, damn them. They’ve managed to get on board.”

      The train jerked, then started rolling.

      Toby frowned. “I thought you said they’d raced off the other way.”

      “They had! Eva and I saw them go. They shouldn’t have been anywhere near Italy.”

      Toby’s frown deepened. “So how on earth did they know to come rushing down here?”

      Suddenly, Heinrik’s expression altered.

      Toby narrowed his eyes at the almost-sheepish look that stole across Heinrik’s face. Incredulous, Toby accused, “They found out through you.”

      Heinrik grimaced. “We’ve thought for some time that we might have a traitor at headquarters. Because I have Eva with me, I have to report in. I sent a telegram after seeing you in Udine, saying we would be on the train with you.” Heinrik shook his head in disgust. “The traitor must have passed the information to the Germans.”

      Exceedingly grim, Toby nodded along the train. “Well, they’re here now, so we’ll just have to deal with them.”

      Heinrik pulled a face. “Yet another complication.”

      “Indeed,” Toby replied.
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        * * *

      

      Heinrik went to break the unwelcome news to Eva and warn her, for she would not have encountered the likes of the Prussian pair before.

      Toby watched Heinrik go, then entered his and the boys’ compartment. After closing the corridor door, he peeked into the ladies’ compartment.

      The game had ended, and the children were crowded at the window, staring at the passing scenery. On the bench seat, Helga sat quietly mending and keeping a watchful eye on the three, while Diana appeared to be resting, sitting with her eyes closed.

      Without alerting anyone to his presence, Toby retreated to the bench seat in his compartment, sat, stretched out his legs, and thought furiously.

      Then he planned.

      Once he had what he deemed their most viable way forward clear in his mind, checked and double-checked, he rose and returned to the open door leading to the other compartment.

      He paused in the doorway, out of sight of the children. Diana’s eyes were open. He waited until she glanced his way, then with his head, invited her to join him.

      She looked at the children, then quietly rose and walked to him.

      Toby retreated and opened the corridor door. He looked out, confirming there was no one lingering in the corridor, then stepped out and held the door for Diana to join him.

      After closing the door behind her, he waved her to the very end of the carriage. He followed and, when she stopped beside the door that opened to the platforms, stepped past her, turned, and leant against the panel that formed the rear wall of the carriage. From that position, he could see anyone approaching along the presently empty corridor.

      As it happened, their positions were the same as they had been during their exchange the previous night, but weighed down by the exigencies of their situation, he had no difficulty ignoring any echoes, and judging by the concerned look in Diana’s eyes, the last thing she was thinking about was that kiss.

      In a quiet, even tone, he said, “There’ve been several developments.”

      Her eyes widened. “Since breakfast?”

      He nodded. “The first issue we need to consider is what I think Heinrik has planned. He and Eva caught up with us in Udine, and he’s admitted he sent a telegram to his headquarters from there. According to him, his report mentioned that you and I were taking the train, but I would bet my last pound that wasn’t all it said. Heinrik wouldn’t be Heinrik if he hasn’t arranged for us to be arrested by the local police in Milan—a diplomatic request from the Austrian government. Once we—all of us—are in the police cells, Heinrik will offer to have us released if I hand over the dispatches.”

      Meeting Diana’s eyes, Toby saw nothing but calm understanding. “That’s how an agent of Heinrik’s caliber works. He uses the levers available to him.”

      She nodded. “All right. So we need to leave the train before Milan.”

      “Yes, definitely, but that’s not the sum of our problems. Courtesy of a traitor at Heinrik’s headquarters, the Germans were informed of our whereabouts, and the Prussian pair have been alerted, and they managed to join the train at Verona.”

      “They’re on board?” When he grimly nodded, she murmured, “That’s… not encouraging.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      She searched his eyes. “What do you think they’ll do?”

      “Whatever it is, I don’t plan on us being around to find out.”

      Her expression made it clear she was entirely as one with him on that. “So what’s our plan?”

      He held her gaze. “I’m standing beside the one exit from the train that no one else can see.” With his head, he indicated the door to his left that would connect to the next carriage, but as this was the last carriage, the window in it framed a vista of rails scrolling away behind the train. “We’re going to use this door to surreptitiously leave the train at Bergamo.”

      Envisioning the action, he paused, then went on, “The next stop is Brescia, but that’s brief and of no real use to us anyway. Then comes Bergamo, but the train doesn’t stop there for long, either. Fifteen minutes at most.”

      “So we’ll need to be ready, but we have a little time to prepare.”

      “Yes. We’ll need to quietly leave the compartment with our luggage and get down the steps with as little noise as possible, then wait on the tracks at the rear of the train until the train pulls out of the station. Then we climb up to the platform and continue our journey by other means.”

      She studied his face. “What other means and via what route?”

      “I’m still working that out. We can discuss our options once we’re safely off the train and have lost our pursuers.”

      She considered that, then nodded. She stepped past him, went to the rear door, and tried the knob. “It’s locked.” She glanced at him.

      He smiled. “Don’t worry—it’ll be open when we need it to be.”

      “So.” She faced him. “How are we going to manage this—children, luggage, dog, and all?”

      Giving thanks for her unflappable, level-headed, and pragmatic nature, no doubt forged through her experiences in her father’s practice, Toby joined her in devising a series of actions that would allow them to have the children, dog, luggage, Helga, and themselves ready to quit the train when it pulled into Bergamo station.

      As he followed her back to their adjoining compartments to start putting their plan into place, he inwardly acknowledged that while, on the one hand, working with someone else felt odd, on the other hand, it was strangely satisfying and reassuring.

      He’d always seen himself as a lone wolf, but in this case, given the children’s presence, he was increasingly glad he had someone else with whom to share the responsibility.

      He was also increasingly—and definitely ironically—glad that Diana Locke was a calm, composed, organizing sort of female, one with a steely will.
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        * * *

      

      As they had to avoid the notice of the guard pacing on the platform beyond the open side door, close by the rear door through which they needed to exit, their unorthodox disembarkation from the train had to be accomplished not only in silence but also with nail-biting precision.

      Luckily, no one else in their carriage was leaving the train at Bergamo, and no newcomers arrived, either. The bored guard didn’t glance their way; he wouldn’t have expected anyone to leave the train via the rear door, and they were as quiet as the proverbial mice.

      Toby had unlocked the rear door prior to the train reaching Bergamo, and after the train had halted, the instant the platform door had been opened by the conductor and the man had gone farther along the train, Toby silently opened the rear door and latched it so that it lay flush with the external wall of the carriage. In that position, from the platform, it wasn’t readily noticeable that the door was open.

      He returned to the carriage, and he and Diana supervised the execution of their plan.

      Carrying as many bags as they could manage, Diana and Helga went first and quickly went down the steps to the track.

      Toby came next, carrying Evelyn, who was clutching Rupert the Bear.

      Both boys, carrying their cases, followed, Roland clutching the lead of an intrigued Bruno.

      On reaching the rear door, Toby crouched and handed Evelyn into Diana’s arms, then he stood and swung Roland then Bryce down as well. Helga urged both boys to the side of the tracks so that they stood with their backs to the side of the platform, where their lack of height kept them out of sight of anyone above. Then Helga returned to fetch Bruno.

      With Bergamo being a small country station, as Toby had hoped, there was no one on the opposite platform to see them and call attention to their escape.

      Quickly, he returned to the compartment and gathered the remaining luggage, then swiftly checked both compartments to make sure they’d left nothing behind. His nerves were stretched taut by the knowledge that the Prussians might arrive at any moment, having taken it into their heads to use the brief halt to come searching down the train.

      Finally convinced that they’d collected everything, he hefted his and Evelyn’s bags and carefully cracked open the door to the corridor.

      The guard was standing right in front of the open side door; there was no way Toby could walk past and not be noticed. Jaw clenching, he forced himself to wait. And wait. Then someone farther up the train hailed the guard.

      The instant the man walked off, Toby left the compartment, walked quickly along the corridor, handed the bags to a relieved-looking Diana, then swung down to the track. He reached up and unlatched the rear door and carefully—silently—shut it.

      Then he crouched and scuttled to where Diana, Helga, and the children waited in the lee of the platform, their luggage piled about their feet.

      Less than a minute later, the train’s whistle sounded its usual long warning blast. They heard doors slamming shut and held their breaths.

      Moments later, with a distant hiss of steam, the train jerked into motion, then with increasing speed, drew out of the station, leaving them behind.

      Toby looked at the children and put his finger to his lips.

      They all remained as they were until the train vanished from sight.

      Then he stood, and the others followed suit. As he’d hoped, the station staff had gone back into the station building.

      He hauled himself up to the platform, then reached down and pulled the boys up. Diana lifted Evelyn, and Toby grinned at the little girl as he claimed her and set her on her feet beside her brothers.

      All three children were thoroughly thrilled with the unexpected adventure.

      Toby grasped a wriggling Bruno and passed him to Roland, then received the luggage Diana and Helga handed up, before taking Helga’s hands and hauling the middle-aged maid up to the platform.

      Last to come up was Diana. Toby gripped her hands and instructed her as he had Helga as to where to put her feet, then he held her balanced as she climbed up, soles to the lower side of the platform.

      At the very last, she tripped over her hem and, with a stifled exclamation, fell forward.

      He swooped, caught her, and juggled her upright, and they both staggered as she landed against him, body to body, locked in his arms.

      For the first time in his life, Toby understood what his peers referred to when they said “sparks flew.”

      He stared into Diana’s wide eyes and sensed she was as shocked—as affected and adrift—as he, effortlessly transported to the previous night and the revelations of that exploratory kiss.

      For a definable instant, time stood still.

      It took him a long moment to catch his breath.

      It took her even longer.

      When he finally managed to force himself to set her fully on her feet and step back—to break the contact and lose that delicious sensation—she struggled to draw breath enough to whisper, “Sorry.”

      “I’m not.” The words tumbled from his lips without thought, leaving him rattled all over again.

      It was a relief to have the stationmaster, who had finally spotted them, come hurrying up, demanding to be told what they were doing.

      The man was understandably confused as to where they, having suddenly appeared as if by magic on his platform, had come from.

      Adopting a high-handed attitude, Toby waved the man’s expostulations aside, explaining that they had very nearly missed their stop and arranging for porters to ferry their luggage to the carriages he was assured were available in front of the station.

      In short order, he had his family and all their luggage loaded into two horse-drawn coaches for the short ride into the town.

      Diana traveled in the second coach with Evelyn, Helga, and Bruno. She’d heard Toby instruct the drivers to take them to the main hotel.

      The central square on which the hotel stood wasn’t far from the station, and as the coaches drew to a halt, a nearby church bell tolled for eleven o’clock.

      Diana found it difficult to believe that it was only eleven. Since their early breakfast, so many things had happened, she could barely credit that all the action had been crammed into just four hours.

      They climbed down to the pavement to one side of the hotel’s entrance. The drivers handed down their luggage; she helped the children retrieve their bags and checked that all were there, then Toby paid the drivers.

      She noted that Toby watched and waited until the drivers had vanished back toward the station. Then he turned and met her eyes.

      “We’re not staying here,” she guessed.

      “No, indeed. This is the first place any pursuers will look for us.” He hefted his and Evelyn’s bags and nodded at the children. “Right, then. Hoist your bags, bring Bruno, and let’s head to a place I know for a nice cold drink.”

      The children were eager to follow that plan. They picked up their bags and dutifully fell in ahead of Toby as he directed them all down one side of the square.

      Diana walked beside Toby, letting Helga, holding Bruno’s leash, walk behind the children. The confidence with which Toby directed them through the small town’s dusty streets spoke volumes. She glanced at his face. “You’ve been here before.”

      “Several times.” He smiled. “I know this area fairly well.” He pointed ahead at where the leafy canopies of trees drooped over a stone wall. “That’s our destination.”

      It proved to be a small taverna with a well-shaded courtyard. The stone wall blocked the view from the street, leaving the place feeling distinctly private.

      Toby was welcomed warmly by the middle-aged woman in charge. After greeting her, he and Diana settled their company about a large, round table, and Toby ordered glasses of the local lemonade for everyone, clearly pleasing the woman with what sounded like fulsome compliments.

      With a beaming smile, the proprietress went inside, and the drinks arrived promptly thereafter, ferried out by a girl and boy who were obviously the woman’s children. They, too, greeted Toby like a long-lost friend, but they didn’t linger.

      Everyone sipped and sighed. The lemonade was delicious and refreshing.

      Toby sipped, then drained his glass and set it down. “Sadly, we can’t stay for lunch. Sit and enjoy your drinks while I”—he rose and nodded at a nearby building—“go and organize our transportation onward.”

      Happy to sit and sip in the shade, they all watched him walk across the courtyard and the adjoining yard and into the long, low building beyond. After watching for a moment, Diana realized the building was the taverna’s stable.

      The children questioned Helga about how lemonade was made.

      Curious, wondering, Diana kept her gaze on the stable’s open door.

      Minutes passed, then Toby appeared, sitting on the bench of a large farm cart and managing the reins of a big, heavy-boned workhorse.

      She stared as Toby halted the cart alongside the edge of the taverna’s paved yard, put on the brake, and leapt down.

      The children noticed.

      “We’re going in a cart?” Evelyn sounded almost as incredulous as Diana felt.

      Toby strode toward them, a big grin on his face. “We are, indeed. Our pursuers won’t even think to ask about a farm cart. As soon as you finish your drinks, we can be on our way to lunch.”

      The prospect of lunch—let alone of riding in a farm cart, something Diana was certain the children had never done, and indeed, she hadn’t, either—ensured the glasses were quickly emptied.

      Soon, they were piling into the cart, which proved to be clean with plenty of fresh straw strewn over the bed.

      Once they’d settled the children, Helga, and Bruno in the back with the bags and cases stacked around them, Diana allowed Toby to help her up to the bench seat. She sat and glanced at the children. From their comments and the excitement in their voices, they viewed the entire morning thus far as one huge adventure—thrilling, fascinating, and not frightening at all.

      The cart dipped as Toby climbed up beside her. He flashed her a confident smile, sat, picked up the reins, and set the horse plodding.

      The cart rolled surprisingly smoothly along, and soon, Bergamo had vanished behind them. Diana surveyed the rural landscape—the fields full of ripening grain, the orchards with heavily laden trees, the lavender-hued hills rising to the north, the very few cottages and farms, and the complete lack of people visible from the road.

      Lifting her face to the slight breeze, she murmured, “I take it this is your ruse to leave our pursuers guessing.”

      “Hmm. With luck, they won’t realize we’re no longer on the train until they reach Milan. Then they’ll have to backtrack, which will mean waiting for the next train in the opposite direction. It’ll be evening at least before they return to Bergamo. They’ll pick up our trail at the station—difficult to get off an empty platform without being noticed—but from the central square onward, it’ll be much harder to divine which way we’ve gone.” Toby briefly met her eyes. “I’m fairly certain no one saw us when we turned down the street to the taverna or when we went inside.”

      “And even if someone did, the people at the taverna will deny they’ve ever set eyes on you.”

      He grinned. “Just so. And that’s the reason for the cart. Whoever comes chasing us will ask all around about carriages hired and carriages seen leaving the town. But no one will ask about farm carts, and in places like this, the locals never volunteer information, not of their own accord.”

      She nodded. “And as our pursuers will never imagine us taking to a cart, they definitely won’t ask about that.”

      So we’re safe, at least for the moment. She didn’t tempt Fate by saying the words aloud.

      After a mile of rocking along country lanes, she asked, “So, where are we going?”

      He glanced briefly at her, then returned his gaze to the horse. “There’s a place I know where we’ll be as safe as we can possibly be while our pursuers search, then finally move on. Once we’re sure they’ve passed us by and have moved farther west to look for us closer to England, we’ll take to the road again and make our way to a port on the Mediterranean where we can board a British ship bound for home.”

      She considered that plan and decided there was nothing about it with which she disagreed.

      Lying low for a while, like a fox in a den, sounded like an excellent idea.
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      Noon came and went. Diana sat beside Toby as the heavy-boned horse that the children had named Henry plodded on.

      About an hour after they’d left Bergamo, Toby had halted in a small village where a market was in full swing. They’d bought pastries filled with savory meat and flakier ones filled with cheese and had drunk yet more lemonade.

      Diana was grateful for the straw hat Toby had bought her. He’d bought one for each of them, along with two large waterskins, after which the children had happily climbed back into the cart, and they’d set off again.

      Rolling ponderously through the countryside.

      Toby slowed the horse with a croon, and Diana clutched the seat as he turned the beast left, down yet another country lane. Although he’d been tacking this way and that, judging by the position of the sun and the distant mountains to their right, overall, they’d been steadily heading west.

      As Henry continued plodding along the lane, she swiveled on the seat and looked into the cart’s bed.

      The children were napping, as were Helga and Bruno.

      Diana rather envied them but remained where she was. After several moments, she faced forward and quietly asked, “Will we reach your safe place tonight?”

      Toby shook his head. “We’ll need to spend one night on the road, but we should reach there tomorrow.”

      She debated asking him where “there” was, but decided that if he wanted to be mysterious, she could play a game of guessing, both with herself and, later, with the children.

      So she sat and watched the countryside slide by as they rocked and rolled along.
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        * * *

      

      In midafternoon, Toby steered the cart horse—Henry—into the small village of Cantu. It had been years since he’d traveled this route, but he hadn’t forgotten the best places to stay.

      He slowed Henry to a pace that was barely more than a snail’s and glanced back at the children. Alerted by the slower clop of Henry’s hooves, they stirred and blinked, then on realizing they were, in fact, in a village, they sat up, rubbed their eyes, and looked around hopefully.

      Facing forward, Toby caught Diana’s eye. “We’re far enough along our road, and this is a good place to stop for the night.”

      Diana nodded, feeling distinctly relieved. She was so stiff, and she’d been fearing an outbreak of grumbling from the children once they woke. Instead, having heard Toby’s pronouncement, they were looking about eagerly.

      She did the same, noting that the central “square” they were approaching was actually an oddly shaped park dotted with mature trees and surrounded by cobbled streets.

      Toby nodded at a small but tidy-looking hotel. “That’s our billet for the night.” He steered Henry toward a nearby stable.

      A wizened old man came out, and Toby spoke with him. With a nod, the man agreed to take in the horse and cart. While Toby finalized the arrangements, the rest of them climbed down and dragged their bags and cases out of the cart’s bed. By the time Toby rejoined them, they were standing on the pavement, loaded up and eager to make their way to the hotel.

      Toby grinned, picked up his bags, and with the children, took the lead.

      Diana ignored her aches and followed. She’d reminded the children that they were the family Caldwell, and she was pleased to see all three and Toby, too, quickly fall back into their roles.

      They entered the hotel, and again, she noted how genuinely pleased the owners were to welcome Toby. Obviously, he’d stayed there before, and equally obviously, he was remembered with fondness.

      Her Italian was rudimentary, but she could follow as he arranged for their now-usual adjoining rooms.

      With the promise of clean water to wash and somewhere cool to rest dangling like a carrot before her, with Helga, Diana ushered the children upstairs.

      Located on the first floor, their rooms proved to be well lit and airy, with windows overlooking the square.

      The two young porters set their bags and cases on the floor, then, smiling hugely, left them.

      A minute later, Toby came through from the room next door. “I haven’t stayed on this side before.” He walked to the window, opened it, and looked out, then around and down.

      Diana, Helga, and Evelyn watched in faint bemusement.

      He made a noncommittal sound, then drew back and shut and latched the window. “This should be safe enough.” He turned to face them. “But I suggest we make sure that the windows as well as the doors are locked whenever we leave the rooms.”

      Realizing that he was taking precautions in case any of their pursuers managed to catch up with them—no matter how wildly remote that possibility seemed—Diana nodded. “Yes, of course.”

      Toby’s gaze fixed on her face. For a second, he searched her expression, then mildly said, “What say we take a few minutes to settle in, then perhaps we could go for a walk in the park to stretch our legs and let Bruno have a run.”

      She felt relief slide through her. That’s exactly what the children and I need. She nodded. “An excellent notion.”

      With a tip of his head, Toby walked to the open doorway. He paused and looked at the window. “It’ll be cooler in half an hour. Let’s say about then.”

      She smiled her agreement and turned to Evelyn. “Why don’t we change into fresh clothes?”

      After days of travel, they were both thoroughly rumpled, and neat, clean clothes always made things better.

      A little more than half an hour later, they left Helga resting in the room, and with the children skipping ahead, Diana, garbed in an only-slightly-creased cambric dress, walked beside Toby down the stairs, across the foyer, and into the street.
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        * * *

      

      Nearly an hour later, feeling distinctly restored in body and temper and in her ability to cope with whatever might come their way, Diana strolled slowly beside Toby as they made their way back to the hotel.

      They’d spent a pleasant interlude walking around the park, navigating the cool green spaces under the thick canopies of the large trees.

      Around them, the children had circled, darting this way, then that. They’d brought out a ball to play with, and the exercise had tired Bruno out. The small dog was now trotting quietly on his leash beside Toby, but the children were still active.

      Her gaze on the three gamboling ahead, she murmured, “It’s good to see them running about.”

      “Hmm. They’ve been cooped up more than, I assume, they would have been used to.”

      She nodded. “They’re accustomed to getting out and more or less running for at least an hour every day.” A thought struck her, and she glanced at him. “Wherever we’re going, will it be safe for them to run around outside?”

      He grinned, confidence personified. “Definitely. I predict they’ll be in their element. Exploring, fishing. Even boating.”

      She couldn’t resist. “So we’re going to one of the lakes?”

      Smiling in relaxed fashion as he watched the children, he replied, “One of the smaller, less well-known ones.” He paused, then went on, “On this particular lake, there’s an island—a small one with a basilica, a seminary, and a handful of houses. A village of sorts. The island is far enough from shore for any approaching boat to be readily seen, and boats for the island leave from the mainland from only one town, one dock. In addition, boating on the lake is restricted to boats owned by the locals.”

      She tipped her head, imagining the scene. “So it would be difficult for anyone not local to get onto the island, not unless the locals approved of them.” When he nodded, she said, “It sounds like the perfect bolt-hole.” And it was clearly one he’d used before.

      “For us—all of us—I think it will be.” Briefly, he met her gaze. “We can stay there for a week or longer if need be. Long enough for the Prussians and the Austrians both to give up hunting for us in Italy and head farther west in hopes of picking up our trail.”

      She definitely approved of that plan. “Letting all those searching for us pass us by sounds an excellent idea.”

      His lips twitched, and he inclined his head. “So I think. Constantly fleeing danger with a bevy of children is much harder than fleeing alone.”

      She felt certain he’d had years of doing the latter; the current situation had to be something quite novel for him.

      As they neared the edge of the park and, between them, gathered the children to cross the street to the hotel, she was conscious of welling gratitude. Thank God it had been Toby Cynster with all his many and varied and, in some cases, unexpected talents whom Winchelsea had sent to retrieve the dispatches. Had it been any other man…

      She honestly couldn’t imagine being there, in that moment, with the evening sun sinking in golden splendor behind the buildings—and the children happy and healthy and all but carefree, clustering about her—and feeling as calm and collected as she presently did had it not been Toby with her.

      As they ushered their tribe—their family—across the road and into the cool of the hotel’s foyer, she glanced sidelong at him, one swift but comprehensive glance, and felt justified in concluding that he and she were settling into a working relationship—a partnership, in truth—and finding their way steadily forward, navigating into these islands of calm that effectively kept the chaos of their violent pursuers distant and at bay.
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        * * *

      

      Diana was further reassured—had her confidence in Toby further bolstered—when no pursuers arrived overnight to disturb their newfound peace.

      After she, Toby, and Helga supervised over the breakfast table, they farewelled the owners, collected their luggage, and walked around the corner to the stable. Henry and the cart were waiting. In short order, they piled in, and soon, they were rolling at a decent pace out of Cantu.

      Diana had, again, claimed the seat beside Toby.

      As the last of the village’s houses fell behind and the countryside opened up before them, he smiled and said, “I think we can feel confident that we’ve successfully evaded our pursuers. Now all we have to do is reach our temporary sanctuary.”

      The children heard him and scrambled up behind the bench seat.

      “Where is it?” Roland asked. “Our temporary sanctuary?”

      Evelyn wrinkled her nose. “What’s a ‘sanctuary’?”

      Toby grinned and explained.

      Diana and Helga exchanged amused looks as the children’s questions continued, increasingly focused not on where the place was or what it was called but on what entertainments they would find there.

      Toby’s answers teased and fed their eagerness to get to the place.

      What impressed Diana more was that Roland as well as Bryce was now entirely at ease in Toby’s company, behaving with him much as they would a favorite uncle.

      From the little Toby had let fall of his life, she’d gathered that “favorite uncle” was a role he had significant experience in playing, and as the next hour rolled on, that experience certainly showed.

      They were a rollicking little band who stopped on the crest of a hill to drink from the waterskins they’d refilled at Cantu and let Bruno—and the children—have a run.

      As she leant against the cart’s rear board and watched the children and dog play, Diana remarked, “Bruno has been an exceptionally good dog through all our travails. He didn’t even bark at Bergamo station and give us away.”

      Standing beside her, Toby admitted, “I was more than a little worried that he would, but Roland assured me Bruno only barks at other dogs or nasty men.”

      She laughed. “As far as I know, that’s true.”

      Watching the dog, now bounding between the boys, Toby observed, “Bruno’s devoted to the children and they to him. To them, he’s a piece of normalcy in an otherwise continually altering world.”

      Softly, she murmured, “Amen.”

      Soon after, it was time to go on, and she offered her place on the bench seat to Roland and Bryce. Evelyn professed not to be interested, as she had to put Rupert the Bear down for his nap.

      Smiling, Diana took Toby’s hand and climbed up and stepped around the end of the bench seat, into the back of the cart. She settled in one corner. Helga was comfortably ensconced in the other corner, behind Toby, and Evelyn quickly created a nest of bags for herself and Rupert between the comforting figures of Diana and the maid.

      Toby set Henry walking, then trotting again.

      Diana looked out over the side of the cart, surveying the passing fields. Bucolic peace lay upon the land. She closed her eyes, breathed deeply, and told herself to embrace the peace while it surrounded them.

      Beside her, Evelyn settled to nap with Rupert.

      The voices of the boys and Toby quietly talking dulled to an unobtrusive drone behind her.

      Henry’s steady rolling gait took her farther and farther from the hectic, often-tense activity of the preceding days.

      With her eyes closed, her thoughts slowed. Her mind calmed, and her inner vision cleared.

      The moment of reflection, of finding her mental feet again, was welcome.

      She wasn’t surprised when, inevitably, her thoughts circled back to Toby.

      To the kiss they’d shared and what it might mean.

      To whether, in fact, it meant anything at all beyond a momentary mutual exploration.

      As she recalled, that had been her motive in inviting the caress, in allowing and pursuing it.

      He’d seemed equally curious and also equally cautious and careful of, perhaps, revealing too much.

      Of stepping too far and taking too much for granted.

      So what had she learned?

      She honestly couldn’t say, yet that kiss had felt like a prelude.

      A prelude to what, she really had no clue. She hadn’t been down this road before. Had never been interested in a man in that way before.

      After trawling through her memories of that novel and enthralling kiss, all she felt safe in concluding was that, between her and Toby, everything was still very much up in the air.

      It might have been just a kiss, yet surely it had hinted at the chance of something more… something more passionate growing between them.
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        * * *

      

      Their lunch stop that day was at the small village of Vergiate.

      They’d become quite proficient in managing such interludes. Toby halted the cart outside a small taverna with a shady courtyard, giving them all welcome respite from the noonday sun. Once again, the hosts greeted him like a long-lost friend and gregariously embraced his family as well.

      They spent a pleasant hour there, eating and drinking and listening to the chatter at nearby tables.

      By the time they left the taverna’s shade and climbed back into the cart, the children were nodding off.

      Diana felt decidedly somnolent herself, but with the wide brim of her straw hat providing some relief from the sun, she climbed up to the seat beside Toby, and he set Henry trotting, and they were off again.

      Soon, she felt the coolness of a breeze off water, then they approached and rattled onto a bridge spanning a rather large river.

      She glanced back, but the children were already asleep. She peered over the bridge’s side at the steadily flowing water.

      “The river’s the Ticino,” Toby said, his voice low. He tipped his head northwestward. “It’s the outlet of Lake Maggiore.”

      She looked in the direction he’d indicated and saw a wider stretch of water where the lake flowed into the river. “Is that the lake we’re making for?”

      He shook his head. “We’re heading for a smaller one, farther west.” He twisted and glanced at the sleeping children, then, smiling, faced forward and whispered, “It’s called Lake Orta. To reach it, we have to swing around the southern end of Lake Maggiore, and we’ll continue to follow its western bank a little way northward before striking west again.”

      She studied him. “How many times have you traveled this route?”

      He actually had to think before replying, “Possibly as many as a dozen trips.” He glanced at her. “I told you I was stationed in Venice for a good part of a year. I often had to run documents between Venice and London, and I always found this route the most… amenable to preserving my health. Consequently, I know all the bolt-holes along this stretch.”

      “You seem to know every village. And they know you.”

      He grinned. “Not quite. But fostering good relations with the natives has always stood me in good stead.”

      She took in the quality of his grin, of the smile in his eyes. With every mile they traveled in the cart, rolling slowly west with Henry’s plodding gait, the tension that had infected them all—but most of all Toby—decreased. Subsided.

      Looking ahead, she acknowledged a certain lifting of her spirits. Not that they’d been depressed, but she’d been too busy over recent days to look forward to anything, much less with a sense of pleasant expectation. Of building excitement and anticipation.

      She was, she admitted to herself, looking forward to a few days spent in Toby’s island sanctuary.

      A few days spent learning why, for him, it qualified as a special place.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Toby was guiding Henry along the narrow lane that hugged the shore of a small peninsula jutting into the waters of what he’d informed their party—now all awake—was Lake Orta, the sun was just starting to dip behind the mountains, and Diana and the children, and Helga, too, were utterly entranced.

      With her hand raised to shade her eyes, Diana stared across the lightly rippling water, the tips of the wavelets gilded by the setting sun, at the small island a short distance off the shore. Isola San Giulio was an outcrop of rock that was covered by aged stone buildings. As well as an outer ring of dwellings—apparently houses and villas—there were several larger, taller structures located more centrally, their high roofs overlooked by a square tower that, from the island’s southern tip, soared against the backdrop of the mountains.

      They were in the true foothills of the Alps. To the north, the higher peaks rose in majestic splendor, and to the northwest and northeast, arms of the mountains seemed to reach down to embrace the small lake.

      Even the geography seemed to promise protection.

      Henry clopped on, and minutes later, they rolled into the village of Orta San Giulio. Located on the eastern shore of the lake, it was, apparently, the sole point of access for the island, with local rowboats plying between the village dock and a small dock on the island’s southern shore.

      The rumble of their cart’s wheels on the cobbles brought people to their cottage doors.

      Several recognized Toby and greeted him with smiles and hails, which he returned.

      He drove to the yard beside the dock and drew rein before a large shed. Judging by the sounds and sights visible through the wide-open doors, the place doubled as boat shed and stable.

      The instant the cart rocked to a halt, Diana dropped to the cobbles and hurried to the cart’s rear, where, as she’d expected, the children were already clambering out. She lifted Evelyn down to join her brothers, and all three raced to the water’s edge to stand and stare and point at the island.

      Smiling, Diana helped Helga down, then left the maid to watch over the children and Bruno and went to see how Toby was managing.

      Before she rounded the cart, three large men—all as tall as Toby himself but half as wide again—appeared in the shed’s open doorway. Their expressions were initially watchful, almost suspicious, but the instant they set eyes on Toby, huge grins split their faces, and with joyful exclamations, they surged forward to surround him and clap him on the back.

      The men’s rapid-fire Italian was too fast for Diana to decipher, but if at their previous stops, Toby had been greeted like a long-lost friend, here, he was embraced as a long-lost relative and a favored son at that.

      Alerted by the noise, others appeared—an older couple, whom Toby greeted affectionately, and several younger lads. Even with everyone speaking in a foreign language, it was plain that, to these people, Toby was a valued friend.

      Diana had paused by Henry’s head. Drawn by the noise, the children, followed by Helga and Bruno, came to join her. Curious glances were increasingly thrown their way, then one of the three original men asked Toby who Diana and the others were—she heard him clearly enough to understand him—and Toby turned and smiled encouragingly at them, then turned back to his friends and replied.

      Diana smiled at all the faces turned their way and wished she spoke better Italian.

      Straining her ears and her comprehension of the language, she grew fairly certain that Toby was describing them as his family. Realizing that these people—having known him over a period of years—probably knew him by his own name, she crouched beside the children and beckoned them close.

      She met their wide eyes and whispered, “Our family name has just changed. It’s no longer Caldwell. Now, it’s Cynster. Can you remember that? Cynster is now our surname, all right?”

      “Cynster,” Evelyn echoed and nodded.

      Bryce and Roland—and Helga, who had moved closer—nodded as well.

      “Is that Toby’s family name?” Roland asked.

      “Yes.” Diana met Roland’s gaze. “I think Toby just said we’re his family.”

      Roland’s lips lightly curved, and quietly, he murmured, “All right.”

      Diana drew back and studied the children and realized that all three viewed the name change in a positive way.

      She stood and turned and saw Toby approaching, bringing two of the large men from the shed and a barrage of curious glances with him.

      Toby winked reassuringly at his family as he halted before them. “My dears”—he waved to the men at his back—“these gentlemen are Giorgio and Giuseppe Grosso, and they’ve agreed to row us out to the island in one of the larger boats. I’ve explained that the rest of you don’t speak much Italian.”

      Grinning, Giorgio put in, “And we don’t speak much of the English, but we will manage, no?”

      Evelyn beamed her widest smile at Giorgio. “Hello, Mr. Giorgio.”

      Toby thought he’d never seen his old friend look quite so besotted. Seeking to keep control of the situation and move things along, he caught Diana’s eye. “I’ve arranged for the cart and horse to be taken into the stable here. When we’re ready to leave”—he freed Henry’s reins and handed them to the third and oldest of the three brothers, Gio, who came up at that moment—“Gio here will provide us with a carriage, suitable horses, and a driver to see us on our way.”

      Diana nodded her understanding, and the children insisted on saying goodbye to Henry.

      Once that was accomplished to their satisfaction, Toby and Giorgio helped get all the luggage out of the cart, then Gio saluted them and led Henry and the cart to the stable. Meanwhile, Toby and Giorgio ushered “Toby’s new family” onto the dock, where Giuseppe was tying up the large rowboat.

      The children’s excitement and enthusiasm buoyed them all. Everyone was grinning as they handed bags and cases down, then stepped into the lightly bobbing boat.

      Eventually, they were all seated on the benches, and Giorgio and Giuseppe took their places on the rear bench, grasped the oars, and sent the boat slowly skimming across the lake.

      Watching the island loom ever larger, Toby felt all potential dangers, all threats, fall behind. He’d always been safe there and had complete confidence in the security the island offered.

      Giorgio and Giuseppe propelled the boat across the water, then turned the bow into the dock on the southwestern corner of the teardrop-shaped island. Toby stood, leapt up to the dock, and tied off the bowline, then helped each of his party onto the wooden planks. Once they’d emptied the boat of all their possessions, he released the bowline, and they waved Giorgio and Giuseppe off on their return to the mainland.

      Toby reclaimed his bags, gathered his troops with a glance, and nodded up the paved walkway. “That way. The villa’s not far—it’s on the corner of the island that faces Orta.”

      Given Heinrik’s appearance and, even more, the dogged pursuit of the Prussians, Toby wasn’t surprised to feel relief slide through him as, safe and free from pursuit, they walked through the narrow entranceway that gave onto the path that led to the island’s small piazza.

      Diana was walking beside him. He felt her gaze on his face, then she looked forward. “Does Heinrik know about this place?”

      Toby shook his head. “I doubt many—in fact, I’m not sure any—would know I come here.” He met her curious gaze. “It’s been my secret hideaway for years.”

      Her lips curved. “A secret hideaway. That’s nice to know, especially as it means that we should be safe here.”

      “Indeed.” After a moment, he admitted, “Previously, I’ve only come here to… catch my breath, as it were. More or less between missions, simply to relax. So I haven’t really used it as a bolt-hole as such, and there’s no reason anyone would think that this is where we’ve disappeared to.”

      “Ah.” After a moment, she glanced at him. “So to you, this is really a holiday place. Is it your favorite?”

      He thought for a moment, then replied, “I’m honestly not sure I have a favorite place, but if I had to choose, this place would certainly be in the running.” That was a truth he felt in his bones.

      Running between stone walls, the narrow, paved lane twisted this way and that and, ultimately, led them to the small piazza. The children looked around curiously.

      Toby paused and pointed over his shoulder at the basilica’s tower, which rose above the western end of the piazza. “In case you get lost, that’s the most easy-to-spot landmark.”

      After all had taken due note, he led them on, along the front of a large building. “And this is the seminary, which is the largest building on the island.”

      “What’s a seminary?” Bryce asked.

      Toby thought for a second, then replied, “It’s a boarding school for priests.”

      They reached the stone well at the center of the piazza, and Diana, Helga, and the children paused to orient themselves, taking the basilica tower as their landmark.

      When they finished looking around and glanced questioningly at Toby, he smiled and gestured them on along the paved path that led from the piazza’s eastern end. “Our destination is just along there.”

      Two minutes later, they stood before a huge wooden door set in a high stone wall. Confidently, Toby opened the door and ushered the others into the small garden beyond. As always, the garden was lush yet scrupulously neat. “This house is called Villa Giordano. It’s the home of Giovanni Giordano and his widowed sister, Giulia.”

      Toby looked up at the sound of footsteps approaching from beyond the house’s open front door.

      A second later, Giovanni appeared. His round face lit with joy. “Tobias!” His gaze took in the others. “And you have brought friends!” Advancing with outstretched arms, beaming, Giovanni declared, “Welcome! Welcome to our humble abode.”

      Drawn by the loud greeting, Giulia rushed out, wiping her hands on her ever-present apron. “Toby! You are here. And with others! And children! Ah, the bambini!”

      Hands clasped to her chest, Giulia positively glowed with welcome. She looked at the children and gently asked, “And what are your names?”

      Diana was hugely relieved that the Giordanos spoke excellent English. She quickly introduced the children and herself and Helga.

      Toby, meanwhile, had been speaking to Giovanni, and now Giovanni turned and, with an expansive gesture, urged everyone into the house. “Come! Come! It is wonderful that all of you can stay for a time.”

      The welcome was patently sincere. Glancing at the children and Helga, Diana saw she wasn’t the only one relaxing.

      Giovanni and Giulia herded them inside, into a large, comfortable space that served as a drawing room.

      “Come, sit,” Giulia insisted, “and our maid will get the rooms aired and beds made.”

      Once they’d obediently subsided into the well-padded chairs, Giulia rushed off to confer with her staff, leaving Giovanni to beam at them all.

      He clasped his hands together in obvious delight, then looked at the children. “If you’ve been traveling all day, perhaps a little gelati, yes?”

      The children had learned what gelati was. Their eyes lit, they sat up straight and chorused, “Yes, please!”

      Beyond delighted, Giovanni waved them up. “Come to the kitchen, and we will see what we can find.”

      The three rushed out in Giovanni’s wake with not the slightest hint of shyness or reserve. Diana observed the phenomenon, then transferred her gaze to Toby. “They’re going to be spoilt while we’re here, aren’t they?”

      His grin was unrepentant. “Very possibly beyond all sense.”
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        * * *

      

      For Diana, the rest of the waning afternoon and early evening went in settling into the comfortable airy rooms to which they were assigned. Her room and Toby’s possessed balconies that looked out over the lake to Orta, while the boys’ room and the one Evelyn and Helga would share overlooked the front garden.

      All the rooms had large windows, and after the heat of the day, the breeze coming off the lake was refreshing, and the gentle lap of the waves against the stones below was hypnotically soothing.

      At Giulia’s encouragement, Diana explored the rooms downstairs. This was a family home, not any sort of inn or hotel. The large drawing room downstairs connected to a dining room via a wide archway. The kitchen was off one end of the dining room but was much larger and boasted more open space than Diana was accustomed to finding in houses farther north. The stairs rose from a small foyer between the kitchen and the front hall, and the kitchen itself housed wide benches, a large deal table, and a massive cooking range built into one side wall. Walk-in pantries lay beyond, but the most unusual feature was the wall of glassed doors that gave onto a paved patio, shielded from the sun by a loggia heavy with grapevines. The patio ran the length of the dining room, quite half the width of the house.

      Helga had come down and offered Giulia her services in preparing the evening meal.

      Diana inquired if there was anything she could do, but Giulia assured her all was in hand. She waved to the patio. “Go. Sit. Relax!”

      Smiling, Diana went.

      On the patio, she found Toby and Giovanni lounging at the table under the loggia and sharing a decanter of wine.

      Giovanni waved at her. “Miss Locke. Come join us!”

      Toby rose and pulled out a chair for her.

      She accepted it with a smile. To Giovanni, she said, “Please, just Diana.”

      With a hand over his heart, he half bowed. “It is an honor to have you visit us, Diana.” He shot a glance at Toby. “Although it seems if Tobias and your family hadn’t been chased, he wouldn’t have brought you to meet us here.”

      Accepting the glass of wine Toby handed her, she smiled. “Regardless of what brought us here, it’s a glorious place, and I’m delighted to be visiting.”

      “There! See?” Giovanni gestured in a very Italian way at Toby. “She is delighted. The children are happy. All is well.”

      From where they were sitting, they could see the children peering out over the lakeside wall.

      Diana sipped and felt the last vestige of tension fade. One thing this journey was teaching her was to embrace the beauty of every moment.

      Eventually, Giovanni picked up the empty decanter, rose, and went into the house.

      Diana breathed in deeply, then looked at Toby. “You were right.” When he glanced at her and met her eyes, she smiled. “This truly is the perfect place in which to hide away.”

      His smile was smug and richly satisfied. “I’m pleased that the place strikes you and the children as it does me.”

      The tenor of his words and the depth of his satisfaction made one thing abundantly plain.

      Yes, indeed. No matter what you consciously think, to you, this truly is a special place.

      And he’d willingly shared it with her and the children.

      If Giovanni felt honored by their presence, Diana felt honored that Toby had brought them there.
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      To Toby, the time they spent on the island was essentially time outside the mission. The instant he’d set foot on the worn timbers of the dock, the peace of the place had reached for him like some tangible entity welcoming him home. Or at least back to its very Italian bosom. The island enfolded him in an impossible-to-resist calm, and the tensions of the previous days simply slid away.

      In addition to that, all those he’d brought with him were enjoying themselves unreservedly.

      As the company currently at the villa—including Helga and the children, plus Lucia, the Giordanos’ niece-cum-maid, who lived there—sat about the long table under the loggia and, as one large family, enjoyed one of Giulia’s wonderful meals, Toby sat back and observed and felt even more reassured that in seeking refuge there, he’d done the right thing.

      Peace of a quality he’d rarely felt elsewhere sank to his bones.

      He had to smile at Giovanni’s and Giulia’s interactions with the children. Having suffered a disappointment in his youth, Giovanni had never married, and Giulia’s husband had died long ago, leaving brother and sister childless. Both adored children and, being part of a large brood themselves, often had nephews and nieces, like Lucia, staying with them. But it was young children of the ages of the Fellows three that Giovanni and Giulia most doted upon.

      Toby leant back, sipped Giovanni’s excellent wine, and listened as the pair instructed Diana and the children as to what they should make a point of seeing on their planned excursion around the island the next morning. Like all the islanders, Giovanni and Giulia were especially proud of their basilica. “It’s one of the oldest around about,” Giovanni stated.

      Despite the island being very small, the litany of sights continued.

      Toby raised his gaze and looked across the almost-still waters to the shore at Orta San Giulio. He could just make out the dock. He couldn’t imagine how anyone would trace them to the island, but if any strangers approached the dock and wanted passage to the island, the Grosso brothers would put them off and send word to Toby.

      No one who was not a local or vouched for by a local would be reaching the island, not until Toby and his family left.

      Quite when that might be, he didn’t know. The important point at that moment was that, on the island, they were as safe as they could be.

      He refocused on the discussion presently raging over how, exactly, the boys should learn to fish. When appealed to, with a grin, he agreed that, while on the island, the boys learning to fish was of major importance.

      The comment earned him a rolled-eyed look from Diana and a huff from Giulia, but Giovanni was grinning right along with him.

      Toby raised his glass and, over the rim, met Diana’s eyes and, still smiling, sipped.
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        * * *

      

      Later, once the children had headed upstairs with Helga and Giulia supervising and Giovanni had retreated to the kitchen, Diana sat with Toby in the shadows cast by the loggia and wallowed in the cool evening air drifting in off the lake.

      After long moments of silence—a companionable silence neither had seen any reason to break—she turned her head and looked at him. “I’m inclined to wonder if a good half of the attraction of this place is the opportunity it affords you to revisit your childhood.”

      His gaze dark in the shadows, he chuckled. “Admittedly, I learned to fish when I was young and indulged frequently as a boy, but my childhood was filled with horses and riding, not fishing.” He held her gaze for a moment, as if debating which conversational tack to take, then added, “That said, I remember what it’s like to have a whole new world to explore.”

      On some unfathomable level, she felt convinced that she needed to learn everything she could about him. Knowing this opportunity might not come again, she tipped her head and ventured, “How did you come to be an agent for Winchelsea?”

      He thought, then replied, “Actually, it was two—no, three—things that made me assisting Drake—Winchelsea—virtually a foregone conclusion. First, we’re related. His wife, Louisa, is my second cousin, and as all my cousins, second or otherwise, more or less grew up together, after Drake and Louisa married, we all got to know him quite well.”

      “So he knew you on a personal level and understood what sort of background you hailed from.”

      He nodded. “My background is very similar to his, just without the title.”

      When he didn’t immediately go on, she prompted, “What were the other two things?”

      “I’m very good with languages—I always was, even as a child. I’m fluent in most of the major European languages and even some dialects, which makes passing myself off as a local, or at least some nationality other than English, relatively straightforward.”

      She nodded. “When we first met, in the park, if you hadn’t spoken in English to the children, I would have assumed you were Austrian—you looked the part.”

      “The look is more experience derived. I’ve been an agent of Drake’s for…” He raised his brows in patent surprise. “Almost twenty years.”

      As he seemed faintly shocked, she allowed a moment to pass before nudging, “And the third thing?”

      “My family’s business.”

      She frowned, and he smiled. “Yes, despite being a branch on a ducal tree, we run a business. A well-established and distinctly profitable business, one known the length and breadth of the British Isles and, in the relevant circles, all through Europe.”

      “And that is?”

      “Horse racing.” His smile deepened. “My father is Demon Cynster, and while you probably won’t recognize that name—before your time—he was, still is, one of the foremost breeders of Thoroughbreds in Britain. Now Papa has retired, my older brother, Nicholas, manages the racing stable, and for a while, my older sister, Pru, managed the breeding stable, and I was her assistant. That position gave me a believable reason for traveling almost anywhere there are horses.”

      “I see.” There was something in his tone that prompted her to ask, “Is your sister still in charge?”

      His lips twisted in a faint grimace. “No. She married another Thoroughbred breeder and left to manage her new husband’s stable in Ireland.”

      “So you’re now in charge?”

      Almost reluctantly, he nodded. “I do love the work, but with Pru gone, the demands on my time are escalating. Nicholas can cover for me for short periods, as he’s doing at present, but…” He frowned. “At some point, I will need to… I suppose the correct phrase is ‘knuckle down.’”

      She tipped her head and studied him, then deciding that yes, she wanted to know, prodded, “You said you love the work, but you’re clearly unhappy at the prospect of stepping into your sister’s shoes.”

      His gaze focused on her face more intently than before, and for a moment, she wondered if he would answer.

      But after several seconds, he replied, “It’s not the position—the shoe filling—that bothers me. It’s that the breeding stable is located at Newmarket, and Newmarket is far too close to London for my comfort.” With a degree of sourness, he explained, “The grandes dames, many of whom—as Drake recently pointed out—I’m related to, are forever trying to drag me into society, and I’ve never been fond of the social whirl.”

      “Why?”

      “To be candid, to me, attending parties and balls has always seemed a very large waste of my time.”

      She felt fellow feeling stir and nodded. “You’re… for want of a better description, mission driven. You need some purpose to engage unreservedly with any activity, and to you, dancing at balls and parties has no real purpose, hence no allure.”

      He blinked at her. “That’s… my reality in a nutshell.” He studied her in some surprise.

      She smiled. “I understand because I’m much the same.” She raised her hands. “I never bothered with social circles, but instead, devoted myself to becoming my father’s right hand, because there was so much to do and so much I could achieve in that position.”

      He nodded, his gaze steady on her face, as if she’d provided some snippet of information he’d been searching for.

      Toby felt faintly flabbergasted. With unerring precision, she’d put her finger on what was, in effect, the determining impulse of his entire life.

      In the same way as studying the island figuratively through her eyes had clarified his view of the place, speaking with her about his life had clarified that as well.

      I need purpose.

      He knew he did, but he’d never truly focused on that point before.

      Some part of him knew, in a cynical way, that there was a reason she’d asked about his life, his background and occupation, yet by the same token, he knew her interest was genuine, and he hadn’t minded answering.

      The truth was, he knew—deep inside where he couldn’t dodge the truth—that he stood at a turning point in his life. He knew all the details of his past, but he didn’t know his future. Until his most recent meeting with Drake, he’d assumed his future would simply be more of his past.

      However reluctantly, he’d accepted that wasn’t to be and that whatever lay ahead would be very different from what had gone before.

      Yet to this point—to this moment of sitting in the quiet dark and talking with Diana—he hadn’t had any real notion, not even a concept, regarding what he needed his future to provide. More, courtesy of their journey, any assumptions he might previously have made had been challenged and found wanting.

      But the exchange with Diana had revealed, if not precisely his lodestar, then a compass he could use to discover it.

      He’d always known that understanding the past was critical to successfully navigating the future. In this case, to elucidating what his most-desired future was.

      What he couldn’t help but note was that, of all the people in his life, it was Diana who was assisting him in defining his ultimate goal.
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        * * *

      

      As per their plan, after breakfast the following morning, Toby led Diana and the children on a tour of the island.

      Feeling strangely eager to show the place off—to share the small sights he held fondly in his memories—he ushered them first to the piazza and halted by the well. “The path we took from the dock to here is part of the path that runs all the way around the island, generally one house back from the shore. There’s only one path, although there are several short alleys giving off it. Today, I suggest we go clockwise and follow the main path all the way around the island.”

      “So we go back to the dock?” Bryce asked, plainly eager to be off.

      “Not all the way.” Toby waved the children toward the western end of the piazza. “We go back to the basilica, to the base of the tower, and head on from there.”

      The children happily trotted forward, leather soles pattering on the flagstones. Toby glanced at Diana. With her eyes closed, she’d been angling her face to the sunshine.

      A smile curved her lips, and she opened her eyes and looked at him, then she noticed the vanishing children and, smiling at their enthusiasm, she started in their wake, and he fell in, strolling beside her.

      The island’s main thoroughfare followed the square base of the basilica’s tower to where a series of steps led on. He took Diana’s hand to steady her as she climbed and retained possession as they followed the children onward.

      She threw him a glance but made no effort to retrieve her hand. After several moments, she observed, “The sun is hot, but the air is so mild. It’s almost chilly in the shadows.”

      He smiled. “The breeze off the Alps passes over the lake and keeps the temperatures down.”

      Ahead, the children were intent on exploring, and he was happy to encourage their interest. They walked slowly on, keeping to the path as it passed between the outer walls of houses and walled gardens. Every now and then, they came to a spot where they could pause and, between houses, look out at the lake and the mountains to the west.

      At one such halt, while the children peered through the iron railings of a private garden at local fishermen in their boats on the lake below, Toby turned his attention to the houses above. When Diana followed his gaze, he explained, “There’s a circle of houses above us, and above them, more or less filling the higher central part of the island, are more of the seminary’s buildings and grounds.”

      With one hand anchoring the hat he’d bought her, she tipped up her head, surveying the sight. “The cypresses soften the stone. Combined with the jumble of building styles, the whole is very pretty.” Returning her gaze to his face, she added, “There are more houses than I’d supposed.”

      “There’s a village-sized community here.” As the children were now waiting, he waved them on and, together with Diana, followed. “Many of the families have lived here for generations.”

      In proof of that, a minute later, they encountered an exceedingly old lady, still spry and sprightly, who was heading in the opposite direction. She returned their nods and smiles and paused to exchange greetings with Toby.

      After that, he and Diana walked on, with the children enthusiastically exploring several niches in the enclosing walls and sitting on stone benches set at the corners where the path turned. Along the way, whenever the opportunity arose, the children and Diana paused to peer through wrought iron gates into private gardens.

      Several of the alleys they passed led to the lake, some with stone jetties barely big enough to accommodate the smallest rowboat.

      “The locals use these mostly to fish from,” Toby told the others.

      The boys fixed big eyes on his face.

      “We are going to learn how to fish while we’re here, aren’t we?” Roland asked.

      Toby grinned. “Perhaps you can start this afternoon. We’ll see.”

      The latter words were drowned by the boys’ cheers, and with such a carrot dangling, they were very ready to continue their circuit of the island.

      They set off again, but Toby noticed Diana was faintly frowning. “What is it?”

      She glanced at him. “Is it possible for someone—any of our pursuers—to hire a boat from elsewhere on the lake’s shore, row across, and come onto the island via one of these smaller piers? Could they reach the island without alerting your friends at Orta?”

      He smiled. “No. The right to ferry people and goods to and from the island is very jealously guarded. It’s a commercial as well as traditional license, and no one in the area would want to get on the wrong side of the people of Orta or the island community. No one local would allow strangers to rent a rowboat capable of reaching the island.”

      Her expression eased. “Ah. I see.”

      As they strolled on, Toby was conscious of feeling unexpectedly content, as if in total, if temporary, charity with all in his life. He hadn’t felt such unalloyed contentment in quite some time, and it felt strange to be experiencing such a feeling while in the middle of a mission.

      Then again, as he’d acknowledged earlier, in coming to the island, he’d intentionally stepped out of the mission.

      He directed the others’ attention to various notable houses they passed, and they stopped to examine several frescos painted on garden walls.

      On reaching the mouth of the next alley leading to the lake, they spied two fishermen sitting on a pier, mending nets. The men saw them and instantly hailed Toby, and he waved and called back.

      Diana noted the friendliness of the interaction. Here, too, Toby was more than accepted; he was valued and, apparently, viewed as a member of the community despite his visits, as she understood it, being brief and infrequent.

      He continued to hold her hand in a firm yet comfortable and somehow reassuring grasp. Again, she tipped her face to the sun. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d simply walked about somewhere, but she was enjoying herself. Enjoying the moment. This moment spent with him.

      The children were still running ahead, noticing things and calling to each other, engaged and happy.

      She darted a glance at Toby’s face and concluded from his relaxed expression that he was happy, too.

      Happy simply being there, walking with her and the children.

      The path inclined gently upward to the island’s northernmost point, then swung south and, still bordered by high walls, wended along the island’s eastern side.

      A well-dressed older gentleman appeared ahead. He stopped and smiled at the children, then came on. Toby smiled and greeted the man, and the gentleman doffed his hat to Diana, then with a twinkle in his eye, he engaged Toby in a rapid-fire exchange that ended with them both laughing.

      They parted with good wishes, and Diana and Toby continued on. While she hadn’t been able to decipher many words, the warmth of the exchange had reached her clearly.

      She thought of Toby’s relationship with the Giordanos and of his interaction with the children—and herself—and concluded that the reason so many people looked upon him with such ready welcome was because, beneath the glib and sophisticated exterior, he was a genuinely caring man with a strong propensity for helping others as and when he could.

      Only that explained what she knew of him, what she’d seen of him.

      It also fitted with her insight of the previous evening. He was the sort of man who needed a purpose, and in his case, the satisfying life purpose for which it seemed he was still searching would surely revolve about helping others.

      That was simply the sort of man he was.

      The path passed beneath several walkways joining the upper stories of houses by the lake with public gardens on the higher, central side. When they reached a set of steep steps leading up to the gardens, the children insisted on climbing up and investigating the area before continuing on.

      On returning to the path, laughing and calling to one another, the children ran ahead, and Diana’s thoughts slid to how relieved Adrian would be to see them so happy…

      Sadness must have shadowed her features. Toby glanced at her, a hint of concern in his hazel eyes. Gently, he squeezed her hand. “What is it?”

      She blinked, then looked at him. “I… was just thinking of Adrian, and I realized we don’t even know if he’s still alive.”

      He squeezed her hand, this time in clear comfort, then seeing the children some way ahead, drew her on. “I gathered there was nothing anyone could do to alter Fellows’s fate.” He met her gaze. “He’d accepted that.” He looked ahead and, after a moment, added, “As I see it, the only way we can honor him and his life is to ensure that his last major decision is properly implemented, which means taking all care of his children until we can deliver them to his aunt and, along the way, doing all we can to help them adjust to a new, unwelcome, and unsettling reality.”

      That was so exactly what she would have expected him to say that despite the sadness that had gripped her, she almost smiled. Instead, she nodded. “I agree, and apropos of that, Roland seems to be gradually returning to his usual self.”

      “Good. I’m hoping a fishing lesson off the dock this afternoon will help him along.”

      “Hmm. I know Evelyn’s going to want to watch, but she’s sure to lose interest quickly. I’ll come with her to the dock with you and the boys, but I expect that, within minutes, she’ll want to return to her new favorite place—Giulia’s kitchen.”

      Toby chuckled and met her eyes. “You have to admit Giulia’s lemon tarts are works of gustatory art.”

      She laughed.

      From the next curve in the path, Evelyn called, “Look, there’s the tower!” Excitedly, she pointed ahead.

      Toby grinned. “Indeed. And”—he halted before the Giordanos’ gate, which, in their excitement, the children had run past—“we’re back where we started.”

      The walk hadn’t taken all that long, but being out in the open air, with the children’s piping voices echoing off the stone walls, had made it a pleasant as well as a worthwhile excursion.

      Toby opened the gate and ushered his little family into the garden. “And now that you’ve seen all of the island, you won’t get lost.”
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        * * *

      

      Naturally, the boys didn’t forget the promise of a fishing lesson.

      After lunch, Giovanni unearthed fishing lines and rods and provided a jar of the bait that the locals used. Toby stuffed bits and bobs into a basket, then picked out a rod for himself and led the boys out of the gate and down toward the dock.

      Diana followed with Evelyn, who, as usual, was clutching Rupert the Bear.

      The stuffed bear had been taken on their excursion that morning, and Diana fully expected that Evelyn’s excuse to return to the villa would be that Rupert was tired and needed to be put down for a nap.

      Toby led the boys out onto the dock, and the trio proceeded to sit on the dock’s edge. With their feet dangling above the water, they strung their rods and baited their hooks.

      With Evelyn, Diana stood in the shade of the small porch that marked the entrance to the island’s paths and watched the activity on the dock.

      Two minutes after the boys’ hooks sank into the lake, Evelyn tugged Diana’s hand. “We need to go back to the villa. Rupert needs his nap.”

      Diana smiled at Evelyn’s very serious expression. “Yes, of course.” She called to Toby and, when he glanced her way, signaled that they were returning to the house.

      He grinned and waved.

      “Come along.” She turned and, holding Evelyn’s hand firmly, started back to the villa.

      Left with Roland on one side and Bryce on the other, Toby settled into a comfortable slouch.

      He’d instructed the boys in how to string their rods and bait their hooks, and he’d been impressed by how well they worked together. Roland was unquestionably the leader, but Bryce was quick to manage anything requiring physical dexterity, and the pair seemed to accept and play to each other’s strengths. Roland had taken over stringing Bryce’s rod, while Bryce had baited both his and Roland’s hooks.

      Toby glanced from one head to the other, amused by how quiet and still the pair were being. He’d warned them that they needed to speak softly so they didn’t scare away the fish.

      Given it was the middle of the day, he wasn’t sure how many fish would be tempted by their bait. Hopefully, as the afternoon wore on and the sun slanted more obliquely, they would get a nibble or two.

      Whether their patience would stretch to waiting that long was debatable.

      After ten or more minutes of silence, Bryce leant closer to Toby and whispered, “How old were you when you learned to fish?”

      Toby had to think to come up with the right answer. “Eight.” He met Bryce’s eyes. “The same age as you.”

      “Who taught you?” Roland asked.

      “One of my uncles. Well, no, he isn’t actually an uncle but one of my father’s cousins. He taught me when we—my brother and sisters—were staying at his house on a holiday.” Remembering the time, Toby went on, “That was in Scotland, and there are a lot of fish in the streams up there.”

      The boys looked at the lake.

      “More than in the lake here?” Bryce asked.

      With a faint grimace, Toby conceded, “Yes, but there are plenty of fish in the lake. You saw the fishermen pulling in their catch this morning.”

      Both boys nodded and, reassured, settled anew.

      After another ten minutes of silence, Roland shifted and glanced at Toby. “We’ve never gone fishing before. First, Mama was sick, and then, after she left us, Papa became sick, too.”

      Toby wasn’t sure what to say to that. Eventually, he offered, “I’ve been very lucky.” He knew that was true. “Both my parents are still alive.”

      Bryce looked at him. “They must be very old.”

      Toby’s lips twitched, but he nodded. “Very old. Ancient, in fact.” From the boys’ perspective, at least.

      After another prolonged silence, Roland, his gaze on his rod, said, “You mentioned you have a brother and sisters. When you were our age, what sort of games did you play with them?”

      That was a question Toby could answer and expand upon. Soon, he had both boys giggling, then laughing outright.

      They were all enjoying themselves, and then the fish elected to bite.

      “Oh! Oh!” Eyes wide, Roland pulled back on his rod.

      “Easy now.” Toby wedged his own rod under his knee and gave his attention to helping Roland land what proved to be a middling-but-acceptable-sized fish.

      Soon after, Bryce got a nibble, then a good bite, and with Toby’s help and Roland’s encouragement, Bryce reeled in another passable fish.

      The boys watched closely as Toby dealt with the flopping fish, removing the hooks and placing both in the basket, then with renewed enthusiasm, the pair rebaited their hooks and reset their lines.

      Smiling, Toby reeled in a fish of his own, completing the general satisfaction.

      As they settled again, Toby glanced at one young face, then the other. Both were focused, concentrating. Absorbed and engaged.

      He gazed at the spot where his line vanished into the water. The boys were enjoying themselves. They were settling and growing more confident in themselves day by day.

      Diana’s earlier reference to Fellows floated through his mind.

      The way Toby saw things, by edict of Fate, it had fallen to him to expand the boys’ horizons. To open their eyes to the possibilities of their world, just as his family’s elders had done for him.

      In that respect, the one cloud on the horizon, the single most-definite niggle in Toby’s mind, was the question of what the children’s lives would be like once he and Diana delivered them to their great-aunt.

      How old was Fellows’s great-aunt?

      Would she know how to care for children?

      Had she ever had any of her own?

      Those were questions to which Toby—and he felt certain Diana, too—didn’t know the answers.

      He glanced again at the dark heads to either side and made a silent vow.

      While the children are under my care, I will do all—everything and whatever—I can for them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later that evening, after the house had fallen silent and a fine mist had closed in about the island, after checking on Evelyn, Diana returned to the drawing room to find it empty.

      She could hear movement in the kitchen.

      It seemed too early to retire. She walked farther into the room and spotted Toby in the dining room, standing by the long windows and looking out over the terrace at the fog-shrouded lake.

      He truly was an attractive man in oh-so-many ways.

      She studied the view, then elected to sink into one of the armchairs near the drawing room fireplace.

      Apparently hearing the rustle of her skirts, Toby glanced over his shoulder, and she grasped the opportunity to ask, “How long do you think we should stay here?”

      How much longer will I have, in this place of peace and safety, to explore what’s growing between us?

      Because something was. Of that, she felt sure.

      He turned and came toward her, moving with the long-limbed grace that was such an innate part of him. He crossed to the armchair facing her and, with unstudied elegance, sank into it. “That depends.”

      “On?”

      “When we consider it safe enough to leave.” He paused, then said, “Four days more at least. A full week would be better. The longer both Heinrik and Eva and Jager and Koch flounder around, trying and failing to pick up our trail, the better.”

      “The more likely they are to decide they’ve missed us and race to Calais or Rotterdam, thinking to head us off up there?”

      He nodded. “I truly doubt that they’ll show up here. Or rather, at Orta. But if four more days pass and they don’t, then we should be safe in assuming they’ve missed us and have moved on.”

      “So four days more, possibly six or seven.” That should give her time to explore… whatever this was that hovered between them, even now.

      Toby tried to read her face, tried to divine from her expression what thoughts were passing through her mind.

      He would give a great deal to know.

      Regardless, she seemed amenable to remaining for enough days for him to think, take stock, and evaluate the unexpected avenue that had opened before him. Time enough for him to decide whether or not it was even feasible—if she was even agreeable to remaining in his life.

      Where the notion had sprung from, he wasn’t entirely sure, but the longer he spent in her company, the farther they traveled on this journey, the more solid grew the conclusion that his future needed her in it.

      He stirred and offered, “I believe I can find sufficient activities to keep the boys, at least, entertained.”

      She nodded readily. “Evelyn has fallen in love with the idea of becoming as good a cook as Giulia, so there’ll be no difficulty in keeping her amused.”

      “Good.”

      He continued to regard her as silence fell.

      About them, the house had stilled, and night had closed in. Everyone else had retired.

      He wasn’t sure which of them ought to make the next move.

      Her hands, resting in her lap, fluttered, then she drew in a tighter breath and rose.

      He came to his feet.

      Her eyes on his, she inclined her head fractionally. “Goodnight.”

      As she went to move past him, he reached out and wrapped his fingers about her wrist. “Wait.”

      She halted. In the low light from the lamp, she looked into his face. “Why?”

      A heartbeat passed, then her gaze lowered to his lips, and her tongue peeked out and swept across hers.

      He didn’t smile, just shifted to face her, raised a hand, and with one finger, gently tipped up her chin. She allowed it, and he looked into her eyes, large, gray, and mysterious, then slowly lowered his head. “Because of this.”

      He breathed the words over her lips, then sealed them with his.

      The first kiss they’d shared had been tentative, careful—a first test, a first touch, an exploratory foray of uncertain outcome.

      This kiss was nothing like that.

      This was a kiss of awakening confidence, of rising certainty on both their parts. Still an exploration, yes, but this time, they both seemed determined to step farther, forge deeper, and define what might be.

      Her lips met his, firm, alluring, matching the pressure of his.

      He reached for her, his arms sliding about her to draw her nearer, and she came, pressing lightly against him in innocent and instinctive provocation.

      Her breasts brushed his chest, her hips tantalizingly pressing against his thighs, and his heart leapt, and heat washed through him.

      He drew her closer still, then angled his head and subtly sued for more, and on a silent sigh, she parted her lips and gave him what he wished for. When he surged inside the sweet haven of her mouth, she welcomed him with unfeigned interest, then joined with him in a long-drawn, sultry, intensely evocative exchange.

      Experience told him she was merely following his lead, that she hadn’t been kissed like this before.

      The realization was a heady encouragement, further stoked by the welling eagerness he sensed in her responses and underscored when her hands rose and her fingers speared through his hair and clutched, and she held him to the engagement he had no intention of cutting short.

      Diana’s wits were whirling, and her senses were surging and sparking in an unbelievably pleasurable way.

      In a way that called to something—some hunger, some compulsion—buried inside her. As if somehow, he had a connection to a side of her, to an element of her being, that no other had ever touched. A facet of herself that she’d never before had a chance to explore.

      Never before had she had the opportunity to plunge into such a sensual landscape, to sup at a man’s lips and feel his tongue stroking hers. Desire and need were novel feelings swirling through her veins, and the heat of a passion she’d never felt before welled and pooled low in her belly.

      The sensation of his arms holding her, caging her, wasn’t restrictive but enticing. The lure of his hard frame, of all that steely, muscled strength, was startlingly real.

      Beyond tempted, she pressed still closer, and her senses sparked anew at the evidence of his desire signified by the solid rod of his erection pressing against her belly.

      As her father’s daughter, she knew the theory, but had only limited understanding of the practical aspects. In those, she had no experience on which to call.

      Yet even as his lips demanded and she wantonly encouraged him to show her more and the exchange escalated to a level one step removed from outright conflagration, she acknowledged that, more than anything else, the interlude had eradicated her previous indecision.

      Courtesy of this kiss, she knew what she wanted. What she needed.

      She needed to know so much more of this, of the possibilities of this connection.

      She needed to define the breadth and depth of what they could share and what, together, they could be.

      Passion welled, and her determination hardened, and she clenched her fingers in his hair and, with lips and tongue, did her very best to convey her conclusion.

      Toby couldn’t mistake the message in her ravenous, hungry, flagrantly inciting kiss. Her demands had set his head spinning, something that hadn’t happened to him in a very long time. More, his instincts were urging him to respond in kind, to pick up the gauntlet she’d flung at his feet and answer her call.

      But in some tiny corner of his mind, he was aware that this was only their second kiss. Second. Surely it was too soon, too precipitate, to fall into bed at this time.

      His more-experienced self drew back enough to consider—to assess the timing and not simply on the sensual plane. The children, the mission—all would be affected by him and her becoming intimate. For better or worse wasn’t the question; the real question was whether she’d seen all he had and had thought it through.

      While his decision to draw back, to step apart and give her—and him, too—a chance to think and decide was clear-cut and firm, actually pulling back from her and their passionate exchange was a great deal more difficult.

      In the end, it required a degree of expertise he hadn’t had to deploy for many years. Inch by inch, or so it felt, he eased them free of the powerful whirlpool the kiss had become.

      Finally, oh-so-reluctantly, their lips parted, and with eyes closed and his breathing nearly as ragged as hers, he rested his forehead on hers. “Not yet.”

      That much was clear in his mind.

      After a moment, she hauled in a breath, leant back, and stared into his face. Then she sighed. “You’re right.”

      The “Damn it” he heard her mutter went some way toward easing his pain.

      He forced his arms to release her. “It’s late.”

      She nodded, turned, and led the way to the stairs.

      They climbed side by side, and at the top, he paused and watched her walk down the corridor to her room at the end.

      With the door open, she glanced back and, through the dimness, met his gaze, then she went inside and quietly closed the door.

      He stood in the shadows and, unseeing, stared down the corridor.

      One point, their recent activity had made clear. Both he and she had more to think about than he, at least, had realized.
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      The following morning, with one eye on the drizzle threatening to envelop the island, Toby took the boys to further their fishing education at one of the small local piers.

      Their party of three was happily settled, with the boys sitting on the pier and Toby standing on a rock nearby, when three local boys, also armed with fishing rods, came down the alley and halted at the beginning of the pier.

      Toby placed one boy as belonging to an island family and hailed him.

      The boy, Pietro, recognized Toby and grinned and explained that he and his cousins, who were visiting for the holidays, had hoped to fish from the pier, which was across the main path from their home.

      Toby smiled and pointed out that there was easily room for all. He laid aside his rod and introduced Roland and Bryce to the other boys, and Pietro responded with his cousins’ names, Franco and Enrico.

      All five boys were of much the same age, and with Toby’s assistance as translator, the five found acceptable places on the stone jetty, and the Italian boys strung their rods and compared bait and hooks.

      Roland and Bryce were as curious about the Italian three as the newcomers were about them. Soon, using a combination of languages—Italian, English, and Austrian—as well as hand signals, which Toby noted with amusement were quite effective, the five exchanged basic information, then sorted themselves out and, finally, settled in companionable silence to fish.

      Toby retreated to his rock and picked up his rod. He cast much farther out, beyond the boys’ lines, and in between fishing, kept a watchful eye on his little band.

      In the back of his mind, he made a mental note to learn whether Roland and Bryce could swim.
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        * * *

      

      While Toby and the boys fished, Diana spent the morning with Evelyn and Giulia, harvesting fruits and vegetables, then cooking several dishes and, in general, having a relaxing and enjoyable time.

      While she assisted Evelyn in squeezing lemons to make another batch of lemon tarts, Diana felt her memories stir. Her mother had taught her in similar fashion, imparting the wisdom of experience while engaged in practical tasks.

      She still enjoyed those practical tasks—doing things, making things.

      Half an hour later, after they’d slid the next batch of tarts into the oven and sat down to refresh themselves with drinks, over the rim of her glass, Giulia caught Diana’s eye. Lowering the glass, Giulia nodded. “You will make a good mother. You have the caring in you.”

      Diana smiled. “My life to date hasn’t allowed for marriage and a family.”

      Giulia wagged a finger at her. “We women, we must make time for such things. Especially if it is written in our stars.”

      Diana smiled and didn’t argue. In truth, Giulia had a point.

      Thinking of that, Diana allowed her gaze to rest on Evelyn—the pseudodaughter who was, it seemed, bringing out Diana’s maternal side.

      That thought brought home just how close she’d grown to the little girl.

      And how much—how very, very much—she would miss her after she and Toby delivered the children to their great-aunt.

      The prospect elicited a pang of prospective loss, like a sharp shard lodging in her chest.

      Her gaze continued to rest on Evelyn’s curly head until Evelyn hoisted Rupert the Bear and said he wanted to know if the lemon tarts were ready yet.

      Diana laughed, as did Giulia, who then rose and went to see.
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        * * *

      

      Toby and the boys returned for lunch with a handful of small fish that Diana exclaimed over and congratulated them on and Giulia promised would be just the thing to garnish that evening’s meal.

      Satisfied and content, the boys settled at the table and chattered about the new friends they’d made.

      The light meal was capped by Evelyn’s lemon tarts.

      Several were somewhat misshapen, but Giovanni, Toby, and the boys declared the taste was “magnifico!” and judging by the way the tarts vanished, their praise had been quite sincere.

      Finally replete, the company sat relaxing about the table under the loggia.

      Toby’s gaze drifted to the lake, currently mirrorlike in its calmness. He glanced at Evelyn. “I’m going to take the boys out in a rowboat to fish on the lake. Would you like to come?”

      Evelyn frowned slightly and turned to consult Rupert the Bear, then she looked at Toby and shook her head. “I don’t really like fish—they smell.” She darted a glance at Diana. “And anyway, I’m a big girl now, so I’ll stay and keep Mama company.”

      Diana blinked, then shot a glance at Toby.

      He faintly arched his brows in reply. Evelyn’s declaration was the first time, outside of those instances when they’d been playing their family charade, that any of the children had spontaneously labeled either of them their parent.

      He wasn’t surprised that Diana had reacted to the innocent claiming.

      “We have some children’s books here, I think,” Giulia said. “Left by our nephews and nieces, who are now grown.”

      “I know where they are,” Lucia said. She pushed up from the table. “I’ll fetch them.”

      Diana smiled and nodded, then looked inquiringly at Evelyn. “Perhaps we can sit in the front courtyard and read to each other.”

      Evelyn deflated and, in a small voice, said, “I can’t read.”

      “But as a big girl, you’re now old enough to learn.” Diana smiled encouragingly. “There’s no reason you can’t start today. Shall we?”

      Evelyn’s expression brightened, and she nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, please!”

      With that decided, Toby gathered the boys with a look, then rose.

      Giulia pointed at him and at Giovanni, who also got to his feet. “Promise me you will not be late for dinner.”

      Toby grinned. “We’ll return in good time and, with any luck, with some larger fish for the meal.”

      The boys added their eager assurances, and minutes later, the four males strode off to the dock.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Toby sat drifting in the rowboat on the placid waters of the lake.

      Giovanni had directed them to a spot where he swore there were always older, larger fish. With Giovanni, Toby had rowed to the location, then they’d shipped oars, and the four of them had baited their hooks and cast their lines into the water.

      So far, Roland had reeled in one decent-sized fish, and Giovanni had pulled up a larger cousin.

      The boys were talking in hushed voices in the bow, while Toby and Giovanni shared the stern bench.

      Toby had known Giovanni for nearly twenty years, ever since he’d first ventured into Italy at Drake’s behest. Giovanni knew what manner of enterprise Toby spent most of his time engaged in, although he’d never known any details. Consequently, Toby felt no reservations over explaining that this mission was slated to be his last. “I’ll be back here to visit, of course,” he added. “Although at this point, I can’t say when.”

      Giovanni shrugged. “Me, I say it is more than time you gave up the racing about and settled to build your life.”

      Toby wasn’t quite sure what his old friend meant.

      Correctly interpreting his faintly baffled look, Giovanni explained, “Life. A life. It is so much more than merely living. You have been living a lot, yes, but you haven’t been building, and a life needs to be built.”

      “Ah.” Toby said. “Yes. I see.” After a moment, he added, “Building blocks. Bits that fit together to form a whole.”

      “Si. That is it. You lack any bits—any of the usual blocks. You need to find them, collect them, and fit them together, yes?”

      “Hmm.” Toby thought about that.

      Then a tug on his line had him reeling in the biggest catch so far.

      After the ensuing excitement had faded and they’d all resettled and were watching their lines again, Toby asked Giovanni about his family, and the conversation veered into other pastures.

      Except that, this time, Toby paid closer attention.

      Later, when he and Giovanni had lapsed into companionable silence, Toby realized he wasn’t in the least bored.

      The realization made him blink. Normally, during those times when he wasn’t actively engaged on a mission, beneath any and all conversations and activities, he was fundamentally bored.

      He usually felt the lack of excitement and was aware of it at some elemental level.

      Yet today—in fact, over all the days since they’d effectively stepped out of the mission and come to the island—he hadn’t been and still wasn’t bored.

      He felt no hankering, no hunger for the next exciting incident, no overriding impulse to pit his skills against some unseen foe. No yearning for the thrills from what Giovanni had labeled his “racing about.”

      The reality hit him with the strength of an epiphany.

      Being bored had always been the underlying reason that he’d never settled down. He’d been sure that if he did, he’d be bored.

      The inescapable conclusion was that he’d changed. And the shift in him—in his reactions, expectations, and needs—owed much if not all to the children and Diana coming into his life.

      He wasn’t entirely sure how it worked, but it seemed that they—his pretend family—were providing the right sort of excitement and thrills for the man he now was. Or perhaps, more accurately, for the man he was becoming, the man he was evolving into now that he’d accepted that the life he’d led to this point would be no more.

      For years, he hadn’t understood how his peers—his brother and cousins and his cousins-in-law—could be so settled and content with their lives.

      He saw the answer now.

      They all had families.

      He’d always assumed that having a family wouldn’t work for him, that managing a family wouldn’t hold his interest in the way it did for other males of his age.

      Perhaps he’d been wrong.

      For long moments, he dwelled on that possibility and what it might mean.

      Diana’s assertion that he needed purpose in his life echoed in his mind.

      “Oh!”

      The warbling exclamation drew Toby’s gaze to Bryce, who was leaning far over the rowboat’s side.

      Toby lunged and caught the back of Bryce’s jacket just in time to stop him from falling into the lake.
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        * * *

      

      The islanders were very proud of their church, and after some prompting, the next morning, Toby escorted Diana and the children to view the Basilica di San Giulio.

      Masses had been held the day before, both in the morning and the evening, but as it was Monday, the church was quiet and, as they discovered on venturing inside, presently empty.

      With the children, Diana spent a pleasant hour wandering down the aisles of the nave and the chapels and along the galleries, examining the frescoes, carvings, and monuments that liberally decorated the church. The boys were fascinated with the depictions of animals, both those they recognized and the mythological creatures. Unsurprisingly, Evelyn was taken with the frescoes and statues of the Virgin and Child and also found a small carving of a bear to show Rupert.

      To Diana’s eye, the artworks in the church were surprisingly extensive and well preserved.

      When she mentioned that to Toby, he hypothesized that, being on an island, the locals had been able to protect the church’s treasures. “I know the collection’s been added to many times over the centuries, but I’ve never heard that any of it has been lost.”

      “I suppose it’s not quite so surprising if you consider that this”—she gestured at the quiet magnificence around them—“is the result of centuries of devotion and offerings.”

      The children clattered up to where she and Toby sat in a pew not far from the main altar, just as a side door opened and a priest came in.

      He saw them and beamed. “Signor Toby! I had heard that you had returned.”

      Toby greeted the cleric and introduced Diana and the children.

      Father Francesco was delighted to learn that they had come to see the wonders of the church and immediately drew the children’s attention to the beautiful carvings of animals on the raised pulpit.

      While the trio and the priest examined the carvings, Diana glanced at Toby. After being on the island for three days, she couldn’t say she was surprised that even the priest knew him and, apparently, regarded him fondly, even though it was highly unlikely that Toby had ever been one of his flock, even temporarily.

      The children returned, bursting to tell her and Toby of facts they’d learned from Father Francesco.

      The good father beamed as he joined them. “They are very observant and sharp-eyed. But now, I must get on.”

      He raised a hand and wished them safe travel on their journey home, then he bowed and, after they’d said their farewells, left them and walked deeper into the basilica.

      “Right, then.” Toby eyed the children. “Are we ready to go on?”

      “Yes!” the trio chorused.

      Smiling, Diana joined him in ushering the three into the sunshine.

      It was only as they passed through the church’s doors and out of the cool shade that she realized the priest had seen nothing odd in Toby having—as it must have appeared—a wife and family.

      As Toby shepherded the children toward the piazza, he heard flying footsteps behind them, coming from the direction of the dock. He, Diana, and the children paused, and the three boys who had joined Toby, Roland, and Bryce on the pier the day before came pelting up.

      “Oh!” Pietro, Enrico, and Franco skidded to a halt.

      Eyes lighting, Roland and Bryce stepped forward, and within seconds, the five had their heads together, communicating in their mishmash of Italian, English, Austrian, and hand signs.

      Bemused, Diana looked at Toby, and he reminded her of the earlier encounter. “Despite the limitations of language, they seem to get on well.”

      Then Roland and Bryce turned to Toby and Diana with big, beseeching eyes, and Roland reported, “Pietro, Franco, and Enrico want to know if we’d like to play a game of hide-and-seek.”

      “Can we please?” Bryce all but begged.

      Diana looked at Toby and whispered, “Is it safe?”

      He met her eyes, thought, then shrugged and replied, “As long as they remain on the island, I can’t see why not.”

      The boys’ faces lit, but before they could whirl back to their friends, Toby firmly added, “But after lunch.” Over Roland’s and Bryce’s heads, he translated for the other three.

      Pietro nodded readily and replied that they had to go home for lunch, too.

      A rapid negotiation resulted in the five arranging to meet by the well in the piazza at two o’clock.

      With that decided and approved, the boys parted with waves and promises to see one another soon.

      As their party turned for the villa, Diana noticed that Evelyn was flirting with a pout. Diana glanced at Toby, then caught Evelyn’s eye. “As Toby won’t be with the boys this afternoon, perhaps we should invite him to help us make jam.”

      Evelyn beamed. “Yes!” She looked up at Toby and, letting go of Diana’s hand, caught his and lightly tugged. “You will come and help make the jam, won’t you? You’ll like it, I promise.”

      Toby had no option but to agree. Raising his head from assuring Evelyn that he would be honored, he slid a glance at Diana and confessed, “I’ve never made jam before.”

      “Nor have I,” Evelyn reassured him, “but Giulia will show us how.”
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        * * *

      

      As always at Villa Giordano, lunch proved to be a relaxed and relaxing affair.

      Toby was pleased that the boys didn’t try to rush, but the instant the plates had been cleared away, they begged to be excused to go and wait for their friends by the well.

      “Just be sure,” Diana told them, “that you don’t do anything you shouldn’t. Anything that might get you into trouble. Don’t forget we’re visitors here.”

      “We won’t,” the boys chorused.

      “And,” Toby said, “you must be back by four o’clock. You’ll hear the church bells toll, so you’ll know when that is.”

      They nodded readily.

      “We’ll come back then,” Bryce promised.

      Toby glanced at Diana, then looked at the boys. “Off you go, then.”

      With muted whoops, they raced for the front door and the gate beyond.

      As the latter closed with a definite thump, feeling suddenly anxious, Diana looked at Toby. “They will be all right, won’t they? No one is likely to seize them as hostages?”

      He smiled reassuringly. “Since we arrived, no one who doesn’t belong on the island has been rowed across.” He paused, then added, “And after walking around and being seen by the locals over the past days, most on the island will know who Roland and Bryce are and where they belong if there is any unforeseen incident.”

      Diana felt the unexpected anxiety—which had surprised her with its intensity—slough from her shoulders. “That’s comforting.”

      What was rather more puzzling, at least to her, was the degree of faith she had in Toby’s judgment. Other than her father, she’d never trusted anyone so readily and completely.

      Evelyn came to her side and, when Diana glanced at her, asked, “Is it time to make the jam yet?”

      Diana smiled. “Let’s go and ask Giulia.” She rose and waved Toby to his feet. “Come along. We all have to help.”

      Looking distinctly doubtful regarding his ability to do so, Toby rose and followed them into the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      With Toby “helping,” the jam-making session was decidedly more hilarious than Diana had imagined such an endeavor could possibly be.

      They were tidying the kitchen as the island’s bells tolled for four o’clock.

      When, fifteen minutes later, they adjourned to the patio with drinks and cakes, Diana glanced anxiously toward the front door. Telling herself she was worrying unnecessarily and that the boys would return at any minute, she sat with the others to sample their raspberry jam.

      But when the bells sounded once for the half hour, even Toby and Giovanni looked concerned.

      “Perhaps,” Toby said, “we should go and look around. They can’t be far.”

      “Nowhere on the island is far”—Giovanni pushed back from the table—“but it won’t hurt to go and look to see what has delayed them.”

      Hugely relieved, Diana was debating whether to go, too, when a rap fell on the front door.

      The door was unlocked; the boys wouldn’t knock.

      Puzzled-verging-on-concerned looks were shared, then Giovanni rose and, with Toby and Diana at his heels, went to open the door.

      Their confusion grew when they beheld a young man wearing the robes of an acolyte from the seminary.

      He smiled tentatively and spoke in halting English. “I come bearing a message from our prior, Maestro Cerruti, regarding your two lost lambs.”
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        * * *

      

      Toby wasn’t surprised that Diana insisted on accompanying him to the seminary. The entrance lay just along the street, and the acolyte led them directly to the prior’s study and ushered them inside.

      Following Diana into the comfortably furnished room, Toby saw the prior, a kindly old man with whom he was acquainted, struggling to hold in his amusement as he chatted with Roland and Bryce. The boys were seated on footstools before the prior’s large armchair, their expressions a mixture of contrition, interest, and quiet hope.

      As Toby and Diana walked in, the gazes of all three of the room’s occupants swung their way.

      Hope flared higher in the boys’ eyes, while the prior’s amusement deepened.

      Smiling, he nodded to Toby. “Aha, my son. It is, indeed, you to whom these children referred. When they told me they were Cynsters, I wondered if they were… connections of yours.”

      From the gleam in the prior’s eyes, he was exceedingly curious as to the possible relationship.

      “In a manner of speaking, maestro, they are.” Toby glanced at Diana and introduced her as Miss Locke.

      She inclined her head to the prior and murmured a greeting, then swept forward to gather the boys to her.

      Watching the boys eagerly accept her embrace, Toby explained, “I’m escorting Miss Locke, the boys, and their sister through Italy and on to England, and we decided it was best that the children pretend to be ours. That attracts less attention all around.”

      The prior tipped his head in understanding, although the twinkle didn’t leave his eye. “An understandable precaution.”

      “We were very grateful to receive your message, maestro.” Straightening and releasing the boys, Diana looked at them sternly. “We were on the verge of starting a search.”

      Both boys hung their heads.

      “We would have come back at four o’clock,” Roland mumbled, “except by then, we were here.”

      “And that,” Diana declared, “brings us to the most pertinent point. Why are you here?”

      She kept her gaze on the boys, but they slid sidelong glances at the prior.

      His lips twitching, the old man consented to explain, “There were five boys in total. These two and three who I am told are from a local family. The five were in the seminary’s vegetable garden—exploring, I have not a doubt—when they were spotted by one of the acolytes. Sadly, he wasn’t one of the more experienced scholars, who would have engaged with the boys and encouraged their interest. Instead, our young acolyte hailed them in harsh tones, and no doubt fearing retribution, the five ran off. The acolyte then compounded his error by giving chase.” The prior sighed and looked at Toby. “Of course, the boys could run faster, but they turned in to a part of the garden with only one entrance. In order to escape pursuit, the three local lads climbed a wall covered in grape vines, damaging the vines and the grapes still on them, much to Father Grigori’s disgust.”

      The prior turned to smile at Roland and Bryce. “But these two—your two—were better mannered and shied from causing damage in a bid to escape. They were brought here to me, and Father Grigori and I have told them how much we appreciate their restraint. Once we ascertained that they were connected to you, I sent word to the villa, and in the meantime, I have been entertaining your lost lambs with stories of life within the seminary’s walls.”

      The pronounced twinkle in the prior’s eyes suggested he’d been teasing the boys. He confirmed that by looking at Toby and, in a regretful tone, admitting, “I have had to own that adventures of any sort are simply not a part of our curriculum.” His expression turned mock-glum. “So it seems these enterprising but well-mannered boys are not likely candidates for our house.”

      With their eyes, the boys were signaling that they absolutely definitely weren’t interested in joining the seminary. Toby struggled to keep a straight face as, soberly and apparently equally regretfully, he admitted, “No, indeed. They’re far too addicted to adventuring, I fear.”

      “Aha!” the prior exclaimed and gleefully announced, “In that, my son, they take strongly after you.”

      Toby laughed, and the others laughed, too, as relief that all was well spread like balm through the room.

      From the boys’ expressions, they were beginning to believe that they weren’t in too much trouble; as Toby and Diana accepted the seats the prior waved them to and settled to chat, the pair sank onto the footstools.

      The prior was starved of news of the outside world, and Toby and Diana put themselves out to repay his kindness to the boys with general information.

      Twenty minutes later, with good wishes all around, they left the prior, and the acolyte escorted them to the front door.

      Once the heavy wooden door had shut behind them and the four of them had started along the piazza, Roland looked up at Toby and Diana. “We’re sorry. We just followed the others through a gate in the wall. We didn’t know we weren’t supposed to be there.”

      Toby took in the boys’ wide eyes, their gazes beseeching him to understand. After a moment of swift thought, he said, “Let this be a lesson to you. It’s rarely wise to blindly follow others who might lead you astray. If you must follow anyone, and sometimes you just have to, only follow those who you are as absolutely certain as you can be are worthy of your trust.”

      Staring up at Toby, Bryce blinked, then offered, “Like you and Mama?”

      Toby shot a glance at Diana and saw that she’d heard and was equally affected. He found a reassuring smile and aimed it at the boys. “Yes. Like me and Mama.”

      While he and Diana were increasingly seeing the children as “theirs,” apparently, the children were increasingly viewing him and her in a complementary light.

      Together, he and she herded the boys toward the villa.

      As they neared the gate, in a small voice, Roland asked, “Will we have to go to our room and miss dinner?”

      Unsure of the right answer, Toby cocked a brow at Diana.

      She saw and responded, “Not in this instance.” She met Roland’s and Bryce’s hopeful gazes. “I think you’ve both had enough of a scare, one that should make you think about what happened and learn from the experience.”

      Both boys marshaled their expressions into ones of suitable seriousness.

      They reached the gate in the wall, and Toby opened it.

      He ushered the others into the villa’s garden and followed. Pausing to close the gate, he studied the three as they made their way along the path to the front door.

      Something in his chest tightened, then eased.

      His little family. They truly felt like that to him.
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        * * *

      

      The retelling of the boys’ escapade and how it had ended filled much of the ensuing hours and kept attention focused on the boys until the children retired to their beds.

      The evening had turned cool—too cool to sit comfortably on the patio—leaving Giovanni, Toby, Diana, and Giulia to seek refuge in the drawing room. They turned the lamps low, sat, and chatted easily, sharing various observations and discussing the relationship between the rest of the islanders and the seminarians.

      Eventually, Giulia took herself off to bed, and shortly after that, Giovanni, who had traveled to the mainland on business during the morning, confessed to being tired and followed his sister upstairs.

      Left in what had become, for them, unusual privacy, Toby felt compelled to seize the moment to voice a concern that had been growing day by day.

      Diana was sitting in an armchair beside a lamp and sewing the hem of one of Evelyn’s dresses.

      Seated in the armchair opposite, he leant forward, resting his forearms on his thighs and, when the movement drew Diana’s attention, met her gaze and admitted, “I’m not looking forward to handing the children over to their great-aunt. In fact, I’m no longer sure that doing so will be in their best interests.”

      Her hand arrested, she held his gaze. “I’m not sure of that, either.” She lowered her hand. “When Adrian suggested it, the idea seemed the obvious and sensible answer to the question of who should care for the children once he was gone. But after traveling with them and, through our experiences, coming to better understand what they need…” She shook her head. “I have grave doubts as to whether his aunt will be able to cope and provide the right support.”

      Somewhat grimly, Toby nodded. “And she’s his aunt, not even their aunt. How old must she be?”

      “Given how families can span the decades, that’s hard to say, but I would assume she would be at the very least in her sixties.”

      “Do you know if she has children of her own?”

      Diana grimaced. “The way Adrian spoke of her, I got the impression she was a spinster.”

      Toby nodded. “I did, too, and I’m having trouble imagining a sexagenarian who has never had to deal with children managing our three.”

      After a moment, she said, “Perhaps we can arrange to visit. To have continuing visits, so the three will know we’ll be there regularly to help them, if needed.”

      He waggled his head. “The difficulty with that is—as we’ve learned—with children, incidents and issues arise without warning. They might need us to intercede for them the day after we leave the place.”

      She grimaced and nodded.

      Despite a near-smothering sense of uncertainty, he drew breath and said, “I’ve been thinking.” When she looked at him inquiringly, he elaborated, “About… what’s waiting for me at the end of this mission. About what you—correctly—said of me, that I need a purpose in life, meaning some situation that makes demands of me.”

      Feeling very much on quaking ground, with vulnerability both haunting him and urging him on, he plunged into the morass of his emotions and revealed, “I’ve been thinking, wondering, questioning whether my previous view of what my life should be like, namely that I should cling to my status as a confirmed bachelor and, as far as children are concerned, further my standing as a favorite uncle is, in fact, the best future for me.”

      Her lashes fluttered, then she refocused on his face. “I can’t imagine that would satisfy you.”

      “No.” He nodded. “I can see that now. I used to think it would—that because all the rest of my family had their own families, there was no reason I needed to have a family of my own. And in a way, that remains true. I don’t need to have a family for the rest of my family, but I might need to have a family for me.” He paused, then much struck, more softly said, “Having a family of my own might be the best—the very best and most fitting—future for me.”

      After a second of letting those words sink into his psyche, he glanced at her and saw she was steadily regarding him.

      “You were made to have a family.” Her gaze remained steady, and her voice did, too. Steady, sure, anchored by certainty and conviction. “That’s something that comes from inside you, a combination of traits that’s innate and inherent in the man you truly are, not something that derives from outside forces, not even from a family name and the background that comes with that.”

      His hands between his knees, he laced his fingers, gripped tight, and forced himself to seize the moment and take the next step. “In order to have a family, I will, self-evidently, require a wife, and I can’t help wondering whether there’s any possibility that I might interest you in the position.”

      As a proposal, it was anything but direct, yet meeting his open and honest gaze, Diana realized that, like her, he was grappling with the uncertainty of their positions, with the oddity of the way they’d met and the strange enforced intimacy of the journey and, above all, with the lack of knowing what might lie between there and London.

      They could speak of their hopes and dreams, but neither could make any promises.

      Not yet.

      But understandings could be reached, and in that respect, she had her own contribution to make.

      Carefully laying aside her sewing, she said, “Like you, for me, this journey has opened my eyes.” The words simply came; they were so obvious to her now. “I never really thought—never allowed myself time to think—of what my life would be like after my father died.” She lightly shrugged. “In my view, that of a devoted daughter, he featured as the linchpin of my life for as far into the future as I could see.”

      She paused, looking back, then went on, “But then he died, and everything changed. And I had to start thinking—had to face the question of what I want my life to be like now that he’s no longer there to give it form and shape.”

      She focused on Toby. “I’ve never trusted easily, yet within a day of meeting you, I trusted you.” She glanced past him toward the doorway and the stairs beyond. “I never thought of having children of my own. The truth is that, after nursing for years, I didn’t believe I had much by way of maternal instincts, until I found myself being mama to Adrian and Alicia’s three.

      “So”—she blew out a breath—“over recent days, I’ve had my own revelations and unexpected insights to absorb.” She brought her gaze back to his face. “You asked whether I might, possibly, be interested in the position of your wife. The answer is that I might be.”

      She saw hope—quiet but real—flare in his eyes.

      He shifted, reached across, and took her hands, one in each of his.

      “However”—she gripped his fingers warningly; she couldn’t go too fast—“despite the island and the hiatus it’s brought us, like you, I… feel we’re in the midst of such upheaval, that we have so many potential dangers to navigate and avoid on our way to safety, that deciding on anything definite seems…”

      “Precipitate and unwise.” He tipped his head, studying her face, then added, “It would be tempting Fate.”

      “Yes. Exactly.” After a moment, she voiced her biggest concern, the one that loomed largest in her mind. “This isn’t a normal situation, and who knows whether, once we reach safety and are no longer under threat, we’ll still feel the same way?” She met his eyes and squeezed his hands. “Not just about us and what each of us wants in life but about the children, too.”

      He held her gaze for a long moment, then with the slightest of grimaces, inclined his head. “This is new—so new—to me, and it seems it is to you as well.” He drew a deeper breath and exhaled. “So yes, I agree. We… think about the prospect. Consider and see how it fits. Whether the notion of marrying each other suits on all the levels we can conjure.”

      “We think of the elements, the strands of a shared future, and wait until we’re safe and know what lies before us. Until we’re sure.” She held his gaze. “And then, we can decide.”

      Toby studied her eyes and was reassured by the clear-sighted determination he saw there. He raised one of her hands to his lips and brushed a kiss to her knuckles. “And depending on what we decide, we might find ourselves in a better position to support the children as well.”

      Her gaze locked with his, she whispered, “Yes.”

      Then her gaze lowered to his lips.

      He didn’t wait for any further invitation. He used his hold on her hands to draw her closer. Nearer, so he could dip his head and set his lips to hers.

      This time, there was no hesitation on either side. Eagerly, they plunged into the exchange, hungry to explore further.

      He released her hands and, slowly, sank back into the chair and, reaching for her, urged her to join him, and she half rose and, without breaking the communion of their lips, slid onto his lap.

      Into his embrace. He closed his arms about her, and she settled her forearms on his shoulders, slid the fingers of both hands into his hair, and held his head steady so she could boldly press increasingly heated kisses on his lips.

      Then she parted her lips, and in the same heartbeat, he responded. His tongue swept deep, and she shuddered, then sank even more definitely—even more evocatively—against him.

      Diana gave herself up to her quest to learn, to experience and explore as much of this heady delight as she could.

      If they made the decision to share their lives, then this would be an important part of what their future would hold.

      This pleasure, this yearning, this compulsion to seize, to want and demand. This hunger.

      This fire that grew from a smolder to a blaze, fueled by surging desires and greedy passions.

      There was so much she’d yet to experience, to savor, so much that he might teach her.

      So much she could imagine learning from him—only him.

      That much, she knew in her heart, in her soul. He was unique, the only man who had ever ignited this fire in her blood.

      His hands splayed across her back, then slid over the supple planes. The caress sent awareness streaking beneath her skin, then he sent those clever hands skating over and around, sculpting and tracing. Her breath hitched as his palms—burning even through the layers of fabric—glided over the constrained curves of her breasts.

      And settled.

      A long, extended engagement—one that significantly increased her understanding of physical pleasure—ensued. Who was leading whom was moot; they were both caught in the moment, trapped in the web of sensations that, together, they wrought, urged on by their mutual hunger and by building, burgeoning need.

      As the minutes slid past, desire rose in an insistent wave, with every thud of their hearts rearing yet higher. Passion thrummed in the shadows. Held back. Still holding back.

      Then, giddy and beyond thought, she shifted in his arms, and the invisible dam broke, and heated need washed over them and swept them away.

      He closed his hand about her breast, and she shuddered. His fingers played, and she moaned through the kiss, and the sound ratcheted her hunger and his even higher.

      The compulsive tension fed by desire and passion, by escalating hunger and need, wound about them, sank into and through them, and steadily cinched tight. Tighter.

      Until the inevitable demand pounded, urgent and desperate, in their veins.

      They had to stop.

      Had to pull back before they went too far.

      Toby managed to drag his lips from hers enough to gabble words to that effect, only to have her gasp, “I know.”

      And she kissed him again, more fiercely, more ferocious in her wanting than before.

      Then, with a sound like a tortured groan, she planted her hands on his upper chest and pushed back, sat up, and broke the kiss.

      He opened his eyes and watched her slowly raise her lids. Through the shadows cast by the lamplight, they stared at each other. Anchored on his lap, she gazed into his eyes, while her breasts dramatically rose and fell as she struggled to regain her breath.

      If he’d been able to command the muscles of his face, he would have smiled at the sight, but he, too, was battling to rein in his unhelpful impulses and relocate his wits.

      Inside, he was grinning delightedly. Almost deliriously. Who would have guessed that kissing the bossy, assertive, determinedly independent Miss Locke would so rattle his brain?

      “The children,” she managed, still breathless. “Perhaps…”

      He had no difficulty following her train of thought. “If Fellows’s great-aunt is agreeable to entrusting the three to us, perhaps we can offer to take them in her stead?”

      She nodded, then shifted and ducked a shoulder against his chest, tucking her head beneath his jaw.

      Insensibly soothed, he raised his arms and closed them gently about her.

      “I realize that’s jumping several steps ahead,” she murmured, “but we already know we can manage them, and the circumstances of this journey are hardly ideal.”

      He nodded, his jaw sliding over the silk of her hair. “It would be satisfying to try.”

      “I think it would work well for both sides—them and us. If we decide there is to be an ‘us,’ then raising them would be practice, wouldn’t it?” She glanced up and met his eyes. “For any children we might be blessed with.”

      He smiled and tightened his arms about her. “I’m very much in favor of practice.” He dipped his head and brushed his lips over hers. “Practice in that and all associated spheres.”

      Their lips met again, and the kiss deepened.

      It was very much later before they climbed the stairs and, with marked reluctance, made for their separate beds.
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      Two days later was market day on the island. All those with produce or catches of seafood gathered at small stalls in the piazza to sell and barter their wares.

      Toby and Diana accompanied the children, who were eager to join in the excitement.

      In an unusually contented and relaxed frame of mind, Toby shepherded his little group around the various stalls, interpreting where necessary. He was quietly pleased by the interest Diana and the children displayed in the local handicrafts as well as the produce on offer. Fine leatherwork, straw baskets, and enameled metalwork vied with vegetables, breads, olives, jams, preserves of all types, and honey. There was fish aplenty, as well as cuts of goat and lamb brought over from Orta.

      Diana spent quite a few minutes examining a range of spices and herbs, an interaction that demanded all of Toby’s interpretative skills to correctly identify which leaves were which and what the various spices were.

      After an understandable moment of standoffishness, the boys rejoined their friends, and soon, the five were running about the piazza in some sort of game.

      For her part, Evelyn applied herself to charming the stallholders, many of whom rewarded her smiles with a gift from their display. She proved quite a magpie, gathering a collection of fruits and nuts in the small basket she’d begged from Giulia.

      Giulia and Giovanni were also there, stocking up the villa’s pantry. As always when he availed himself of the villa’s comforts, Toby had made a sizeable contribution to the household’s finances. When Diana had inquired, he’d assured her no more was necessary, nor was any additional offer likely to be welcomed.

      Diana had realized that his relationship with the Giordanos was more that of old friends than landlord and tenant, and she’d accepted his assurance without quibble.

      For her, strolling in the mild sunshine, surrounded by happy chatter, with friends and neighbors calling to one another across the piazza and trading comments on this and that, was an unreservedly pleasant interlude.

      Eventually, they met up with Giovanni and Giulia, both loaded down with purchases. Toby took some, and Diana looked around, saw the boys, and called to them to come and help.

      Ever since their contretemps at the seminary, both boys had been on their best behavior. Immediately, they farewelled their friends and came running up.

      Diana directed them to relieve Giovanni and Giulia of the extra packages they still carried. That left Diana and Giulia with a loaded basket each, which both could easily manage.

      Their company formed up to return to the villa, and the more heavily burdened men and boys went ahead.

      Diana looked around. “Evelyn?”

      “Over there.” With a jerk of her chin, Giulia directed Diana’s gaze across the piazza.

      She looked and spotted Evelyn, clutching Rupert the Bear in one hand and her basket in the other, but the little girl was standing stock-still, staring fixedly at the gap between the basket weaver’s stall and that of the beekeeper.

      Diana walked a few paces toward Evelyn and called again.

      This time, Evelyn heard her. When she looked around, Diana smiled and tipped her head toward where the males were making for the villa. “We’re going. Come along.”

      Evelyn glanced back at whatever had caught her attention, then turned and ran to Diana’s side. Seeing Diana’s and Giulia’s loaded baskets, Evelyn grinned and raised hers. “I have lots of things, too.”

      Giulia peered into the basket and nodded in approval. “Those little tomatoes will do well for lunch.”

      “We can share them,” Evelyn declared, and when Diana waved her on, she skipped ahead of Diana and Giulia all the way back to the villa.

      The household gathered in the kitchen to sort their purchases and put them away, with Evelyn donating her small pile to the communal stores.

      Diana gathered the boys and Evelyn with a glance. “Why don’t you take the cutlery and set the table for lunch while we adults get the food and drinks ready?”

      The trio readily agreed, and soon, the occupants of the villa were sitting about the table under the vines and enjoying a delectable meal.
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        * * *

      

      More than an hour later, replete and relaxed, Diana was lazing at the table in the loggia’s shade. After the platters had been emptied and the table cleared, the children had taken themselves off to play, Lucia had gone out, Giulia had retreated to the kitchen to potter, and Helga had gone upstairs to mend a rent in Bryce’s jacket in the cool of her room. That left Giovanni, Toby, and Diana lingering about the table, semisomnolent in the warmth of the afternoon.

      Diana glanced at the men. Both had their heads back, their eyes closed, and their hands clasped over their stomachs.

      Wondering if she would soon hear snoring, she shifted her foot and encountered an obstacle. Glancing down, she found Bruno sprawled on the paving. Smiling, she stroked the dog’s coat with her shoe. “Anyone would think you’d come with us this morning.”

      Deeming the dog too likely to get overexcited when faced with the temptations of the market, they’d left him with Helga at the villa.

      Diana glanced across the lawn to where the boys were perched on the lakeside wall, rods in their hands and lines angled out over the water. With her foot, she lightly tapped Bruno’s side. “You’re not even on duty with the boys.”

      With his eyes still closed, Toby huffed. “He just gorged himself with scraps from the table. He’s too sensible not to sleep it off. He’ll come to life when the sun goes down.”

      “Hmm,” Giovanni murmured. “Dogs are wise.”

      Diana chuckled and relaxed in the chair. It was so peaceful, so calm, it was difficult to even imagine that the likes of the Prussians existed in the same world.

      Unhurried footsteps approached through the dining room.

      Diana turned her head and saw Helga, faintly frowning, step out onto the terrace.

      She glanced around, scanning the area, then looked at Diana. “Have you seen Evelyn?”

      Puzzled, Diana replied, “She was playing with Rupert in the drawing room.”

      Toby opened his eyes and turned to Helga. “She was on the settee there the last time I looked.”

      Helga frowned more definitely. “She’s not there now, and I didn’t hear her come upstairs. She didn’t come to our room.”

      Toby glanced at Diana.

      Giovanni rose from his chair. “We will come and look. Perhaps she is playing at this hide-and-seek.”

      Leaving Helga searching downstairs, Diana, Toby, and Giovanni climbed the stairs and methodically searched the rooms on the upper floor.

      Diana checked the room Evelyn shared with Helga; as she’d expected, Rupert the Bear wasn’t there.

      When she rejoined the others, including Giulia, at the foot of the stairs, they were all looking increasingly concerned. Diana caught Toby’s gaze. “Wherever she’s gone, she’s taken Rupert the Bear with her.”

      His lips tightened, and he nodded.

      The front door opened, and Roland and Bryce, whom, apparently, Helga had sent to search the front garden, raced in. The boys skidded to a halt and, wide-eyed, looked at the adults.

      Roland focused on Toby. “The gate in the wall wasn’t latched.”

      Toby exchanged a glance with Giovanni, then looked at Diana.

      She met his eyes. “Might the Prussians or the Austrians have come to the island? Could they have taken her?”

      She could see he wanted to deny it, but instead, his features hardened, and he admitted, “I want to say no, and certainly, there’s been no sign of either group, even in Orta, but…” He grimaced. “We should check.”

      Giovanni spoke. “We will go to the dock first and ask about any newcomers to the island. Once we are certain there have been none, and that the bambina hasn’t left, either, we can search and be sure that, eventually, we will find her.”

      To Diana, that sounded like an excellent plan, and Toby agreed.

      “Giovanni and I will go to the dock.” Toby looked at Diana and Giulia. “Meanwhile, Diana, why don’t you take Bruno and go with Giulia and the boys and ask about the market in case any of the stallholders have seen her?”

      Giulia nodded. “Most will still be there, packing up, and she was wearing her pretty pink dress. They will have noticed her.”

      Diana readily agreed and sent Bryce to fetch Bruno’s leash and Roland to round up the dog.

      Toby and Giovanni left.

      After a quick discussion, Helga agreed to remain at the villa. “In case she’s just slipped out somewhere close and comes back.”

      As all the island qualified as “somewhere close,” everyone agreed that was wise.

      The boys returned with Bruno tugging at the leash as if he understood they were searching and was eager to do his part.

      Giulia rushed back to the kitchen to move a pot off the stove, then returned to join Diana, the boys, and Bruno as they left the villa and set out for the piazza.

      As they’d hoped, although the market had officially ended, there were still many people milling in the area. Some stallholders were loading hand-drawn carts, while others who had finished tidying up had gathered in loose groups to chat.

      The boys took Bruno to scout around, while Diana and Giulia circled the central well, with Giulia describing Evelyn and asking everyone they met whether they’d seen the little girl. As Giulia had predicted, most remembered the pretty girl in the pink dress with the bow in her hair—such a smile!—but their sightings were from earlier, not in the last hour.

      They reached the far end of the piazza having uncovered no recent sighting of Evelyn. After gathering the boys and Bruno, who had had no luck in picking up a scent, Diana halted with them and Giulia at the mouth of the lane leading to the dock.

      Giulia studied Diana’s face, then patted her arm. “One thing is good. No one has seen her going off with anyone.”

      Diana blinked, then tipped her head. “That’s true.”

      The sound of firm, striding footsteps coming from the dock heralded Toby and Giovanni. While both looked serious, neither appeared as grim as before.

      At Diana’s questioning look, Toby shook his head. “We spoke to the men manning the rowboats. Several are over here because of the market—they’d ferried some of the stallholders across from Orta. But they are all very sure no one who isn’t well known to them has been rowed over.”

      Giovanni nodded decisively. “There are no strangers on the island.”

      “What’s more,” Toby continued, “no one at the dock has seen Evelyn.”

      “So she hasn’t left the island.” Diana felt at least partly relieved.

      Toby read her expression and forced himself to nod. Logically, he knew the news from the dock should ease their fears, yet… He’d seen too much, could imagine too many other dangers, to feel easy. Not until they had Evelyn back.

      Lurking in a rear corner of his mind was the chance that, somehow, Heinrik—or worse, Jager—had learned of this bolt-hole and found a way to get onto the island.

      Some part of him felt he should have taken better care of the children. That he should have hovered more closely, that⁠—

      Diana’s fingers clamped about his wrist. “Stop it.” She caught his eye. “This is not your fault. We were all at the villa when she vanished. If there is any blame, and knowing Evelyn, that’s not at all certain, then we all share it.” She glanced down. “Even Bruno. He usually follows her everywhere, but he was fast asleep.”

      Toby recognized the attempt to lighten the moment and redirect his thoughts, and even though Diana couldn’t know just how dark his fears truly were, he fell in with her tack. “The island is small, so now, we search. Thoroughly.”

      At Giovanni and Giulia’s insistence, they backtracked the few paces into the piazza, and Giovanni called to friends and neighbors, and soon, a small army had assembled, all concerned and ready to search.

      By general consensus, they started from the piazza and went clockwise around the island, following the same route Toby had used to introduce Diana and the children to the place, but peeling off to either side to call at every house and search through every garden.

      With Roland holding Bruno’s leash, the boys went with whichever group Bruno seemed most keen to follow, but increasingly, the dog returned to the main path, insistently tugging the boys along.

      Toby and Diana were the linchpins for the search, remaining on the path and acting as the reporting point for each group that split off to either side.

      The going was slow, but as Toby had stipulated, the search was thorough. Every time they moved on, they did so in the certain knowledge that they hadn’t passed Evelyn by. That she had to be somewhere ahead of them on their circuit around the island.

      At one point, Diana glanced up at the walls towering above, encircling the island’s central peak. “It’s lucky the seminary is in the middle. I seriously doubt she would go in there.”

      Toby nodded. “She has to be somewhere between the seminary wall and the shore.” He glanced at Diana and met her eyes. “We’ll find her.”

      Others agreed that the seminary wall was too high for a small girl to scale, but Diana recalled that the boys had found a gate in the wall that had been unlocked.

      When the pair, still following Bruno, returned from scouting down a side path, she asked about the gate. “Could Evelyn have opened it and gone into the seminary grounds?”

      Bryce frowned, but Roland shook his head. “The gate was heavy. It took three of us to push it open. Evelyn couldn’t do that, not by herself.”

      Other locals agreed.

      “It is a very heavy gate,” Giovanni said.

      Toby nodded. “And if an acolyte or scholar found her and took her into the seminary, they’ll ask who she is and return her to the villa, so that’s all right.”

      They continued doggedly searching the nooks and crannies and hidden benches that dotted the gardens on either side of the path. Twisting stone alleys leading off the main path had to be followed to their ends and the gardens there searched as well.

      They forged on, but to the mounting concern of all involved, no sign of Evelyn—no sighting by anyone—was found.

      The search party was nearing the northernmost tip of the island when they saw Maestro Cerruti and his secretary-acolyte approaching along the path.

      The master saw them and called a cheery greeting, but even as he lowered his hand, he noticed the crowd and took in their expressions, and his own grew serious. The groups met, and he asked, “What is it? Is something wrong?”

      Toby, Diana, and Giovanni explained, and Toby asked, “You haven’t seen her, by any chance?”

      Realizing that the prior hadn’t met Evelyn, Diana quickly supplied, “She’s just five years old, with curly blond hair, and she was wearing a pink dress.”

      “With a pink bow in her hair,” one of the other searchers added.

      His expression somber, Cerruti shook his head, but his secretary repeated, “Pink dress?”

      Everyone—including his master—focused on him.

      “You’ve seen her?” Diana asked.

      The man colored faintly. “Possibly.” He turned and pointed back along the path in the direction from which he and the prior had come. “It was when we were on our way to visit old Mama Gallo.”

      “Where, exactly, did you see her?” Toby asked.

      “It was just out of the corner of my eye, you understand,” the secretary said in halting English. “I could not tell you who it was—I just caught the flash of a pink dress down the alley farther along there. I think the child was passing through the weavers’ gate.”

      “The weavers. The basket weavers?” When the secretary nodded, Diana turned to Toby. “Evelyn was fascinated by something about the basket weavers’ stall. I didn’t see what, but she was enthralled by something at that stall—she stood staring at it for quite a while.”

      “Hmm.” The prior’s eyes had narrowed in thought. “The basket weavers are the Barberos, and they have a little girl of similar age. She is a very shy mite, the Barberos’ child.” He arched his brows at Toby and Diana. “Perhaps your Evelyn went to play with her.”

      Relief flooded Diana. “Oh, that would be very like Evelyn.” She glanced at Toby. “She’s grown much more confident while on the island—more like she was in Vienna, and there, she would readily approach any other likely child and want to play.”

      “She’s always looking to make friends,” Bryce put in.

      All the searchers felt heartened and much more confident and hopeful, too.

      Toby and Diana thanked the sharp-eyed secretary and, parting from him and the prior, who continued on their way down the path, Toby and Diana, with the mob of searchers at their backs, hurried on to the Barberos’ house.

      They halted at the corner of a narrow alley that ran between two high stone walls and ended at rocks against which the lake lapped. Bruno strained at his leash, casting back and forth at the corner—far more excited than he’d been to that point.

      Toby nodded at the dog. “Evelyn’s been here.”

      After a short discussion, the bulk of the searchers remained with Roland, Bryce, and Bruno, while Giovanni led Toby and Diana down the alley to the Barberos’ gate.

      Diana felt hope rise as, after stepping through the gate, they followed a neat path to the house’s front door.

      Giovanni pulled the bell chain, and in less than a minute, a heavy-set middle-aged man whom Diana recalled from the basket weavers’ stall opened the door.

      Giovanni and Toby greeted the man, and Giovanni explained their quest.

      Diana smiled in hope and the fervent expectation of relief.

      But Barbero looked puzzled, then he shook his head and said something in Italian.

      Her heart sinking, Diana looked at Toby. His expression remained impassive, but his gaze, fixed on Barbero, sharpened. Then he posed some question, and Barbero paused.

      Then he raised a hand. “Un momento.” What else he said, Diana missed, then Barbero turned and, leaving the door open, retreated into the house and called someone.

      Diana tugged Toby’s sleeve. “What did he say?”

      Toby dipped his head and whispered, “That he and his wife haven’t seen Evelyn since this morning at the market. But when I asked if he was sure she wasn’t anywhere about the house, he wasn’t certain, and he’s called to his wife to check on their daughter, Dominica.”

      Giovanni added, “Barbero said his wife mentioned the girls staring at each other in the market in that way that children have—as if they are communicating without speech.”

      “That’s what Evelyn was fixated on,” Diana said. “Another little girl.”

      A minute later, they heard a female voice calling from inside, then Barbero, followed by his wife, both obviously now flustered and concerned, returned to the door.

      A torrent of Italian followed, and via translations from Toby and Giovanni, Diana gathered that the Barberos’ daughter was also nowhere to be found.

      With the Barberos, they returned to the waiting search party.

      Giovanni told those waiting that Dominica was also missing. “We think the girls must be together, but where?”

      Toby’s attention was drawn to Bruno, still straining at the leash that Roland held.

      Roland reported, “He wants to go on along the path.”

      Toby looked at Giovanni and Barbero. “Bruno spends most of his time with Evelyn—our little girl. I think the girls must have gone that way.”

      Giovanni nodded. “We will continue with our searching, but we will follow the dog’s nose, yes?”

      No one argued, and the group followed Bruno as he pulled and tugged Roland on along the path, stopping at the opening of every alley to sniff and cast about, only to continue along the main path.

      Diana grew increasingly anxious as they traveled along the circuitous route back toward the piazza without encountering any sign of the girls.

      Where could two little girls have got to?

      Striding beside her, Toby murmured, “We’re almost back to the villa.”

      Just then, without any of his usual hesitation on coming to an alley mouth, Bruno swung sharply left down a narrow, paved way between two high stone walls.

      The boys, Giovanni, Toby, Diana, and the Barberos filed quickly in behind, all hoping against hope that they would find the girls there. The other searchers crowded into the alley in their wake.

      After cutting around two sharp corners, like all such alleys, this one ended at the lake.

      At the sight of the small stone pier running into the water, entirely empty, with no sign of any little girl, the Barberos’ faces fell, and Diana felt her heart sink, it seemed to her shoes.

      “There they are!” Bryce pointed across the water.

      Shocked, everyone looked.

      Stunned, Diana saw a small rowboat bobbing on the slightly choppy lake. Two small figures, one with fair curly hair, the other with a sleek dark head, were frantically flailing the oars about as, caught in a slow current, the boat drifted farther from shore.

      “Good Lord!” Diana heard the same sentiment echoing in Italian all around her.

      His hands on his hips, Toby stared at the boat. “How on earth…?”

      Giovanni was frowning. “They are panicking, yes? They cannot manage the oars.”

      “How will we get them back?” Barbero asked of no one in particular.

      A discussion ensued, and it was suggested that someone should run to the dock and arrange for one of the boats from Orta to come and help.

      Toby, his eyes narrowed as he studied what was going on in the boat, shook his head. “That will take too long.”

      A stir among those packed into the alley led to people pulling back, allowing a young man to push through. He stared at the rowboat in disbelief. “What’s it doing out there?”

      It transpired his father owned the boat, and the lad had left it with the oars shipped and the hull half in the water while he returned to the house to speak with his parents.

      “Where’s the nearest other rowboat?” Toby asked the lad, judging that he would know.

      Several of those watching called suggestions, one of which the lad endorsed.

      Toby grimaced. “Still too far, too long to get to them.”

      Agitation was mounting as the rowboat drifted farther away.

      Toby turned to the onlookers. “Who can swim well enough to reach the boat?”

      He wasn’t entirely surprised to see no hands raised.

      Grimacing, he looked at Diana, then sighed and shrugged out of his coat.

      She took it from him, and he bent to pry off his boots.

      “I take it you can swim that far?” she asked.

      “Easily,” he grumbled. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to enjoy it. The water will be cold.”

      Leaving his boots in Bryce’s keeping, Toby straightened and looked over the water. “I suppose this is the price of familial responsibility.”

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Diana’s lips twitch.

      “I rather think it is.”

      He sighed again, then walked down the short ramp beside the pier and waded into the lake.

      From behind him came encouraging calls in Italian and English. He snorted in mild disgust and, ignoring the rippling water’s creeping chill, dove in.

      He kicked to the surface, drew in a breath, then with strong, powerful strokes, cleaved his way to where the girls were still frantically swinging the oars about.

      Luckily, they saw him coming and stopped bashing at the water, and Evelyn’s piping voice carried to him. “It’s my papa! He’s coming to rescue us!”

      My papa.

      He heard Evelyn clapping excitedly, and then she and the other girl—Dominica—shrieked in rapturous welcome.

      Toby reached the boat, raised his head, and brushed wet hair from his face. Treading water, he looked up and saw Evelyn gripping the side of the small craft and beaming delightedly.

      “You came!”

      “Of course I did.” Toby felt ridiculously elated. My papa and the light in her eyes were worth far more than the effort of the swim.

      Beside and a little behind Evelyn, Dominica was watching him curiously.

      He smiled and, gripping the edge of the boat’s side, started to pull it around. “Don’t worry,” he said, speaking more to Dominica than Evelyn. “I’m going to tow you back to shore.”

      Dominica studied the people gathered on the shore, then looked at Toby. “My mama and papa are there, waiting.”

      “They are. They’ll be glad to have you safely back.” Toby found the ring at the bow and got Evelyn and Dominica to throw out the attached rope, which they’d neatly looped inside the boat.

      “There!” Evelyn flung out the last coil.

      Toby leant back and let the rope hit the water, then grasped it, kicked, and swam backward. “Sit down. I don’t want you overbalancing and falling into the water.”

      “No,” Evelyn said very seriously. “We wouldn’t want that.”

      “Neither of us can swim,” Dominica told him. “So we’d sink and drown.”

      Toby refrained from commenting that they seemed to have a realistic grasp of their situation. He steadily kicked and, stroking with one arm, towed the boat back to the island.

      Finally, he reached the point where he could stand and, grasping the side of the boat, pulled and pushed it the last little way until it bobbed alongside the pier.

      Willing hands reached down to hold the boat steady, and then Diana and the Barberos were there to lift the girls out.

      Giulia and Giovanni had rushed to the villa and returned and now offered towels for Toby and blankets to wrap around the girls, who were, indeed, a trifle chilled after being out on the water.

      “And from shock, no doubt.” Diana hoisted a well-wrapped Evelyn into her arms and hugged the little girl close.

      Everyone was hugely relieved that the girls were safe and sound.

      The searchers gathered around, congratulating Toby on his rescue and fussing over the girls and making light of their adventure. No one showed the slightest inclination to ring a peal over their heads.

      Toby couldn’t stop smiling as, still dripping despite the towels wrapped around him, he watched the crowd behaving much as he’d expected, cooing and making much of the girls. For himself, he was still grappling with the intensity of the emotion that had welled inside him when Evelyn had looked on him as her savior and called him “my papa.”

      He’d had no idea he could feel like this.

      The satisfaction ran deep and strong; he doubted it would fade anytime soon.

      Eventually, the furor subsided, and through gentle questions posed by the Barberos and Diana, the assembled company learned that the girls had set out to have an adventure of their own.

      “We wanted to do something exciting,” Evelyn explained.

      From her expression, she’d realized that their outing had caused a great many people to become concerned. For himself, Toby was indescribably relieved to have her back unharmed, and all so relatively easily; he wasn’t about to upbraid her, even with just a frown.

      Diana brushed the curls off Evelyn’s face. “You and Dominica gave us all a very great fright.”

      Evelyn’s eyes were huge as she blurted, “I was very frightened, too.” She glanced at her little friend, snug in her father’s arms. “And so was Domi.”

      “So you went to Domi’s house?” Diana prompted.

      Evelyn nodded. “I saw Domi—although I didn’t know that was her name, then—but I saw her and her mama and papa leaving the market, and I followed. Domi was in the garden, and we…” Evelyn made hand signs and pointed at the lake. “We worked out that we both wanted to see if we could go out on the lake in a boat. Domi knew where some were kept, but most were too big and heavy. But we kept looking, and we found that one.” She pointed at the small boat still bobbing by the pier. “It was sitting there, in the water with the oars inside, so we thought we could borrow it, just to see what it would be like rowing on the lake.”

      Giovanni had been translating her words, and the crowd around them smiled.

      “Only we couldn’t row.” Evelyn’s brow furrowed. “It was much harder than we’d thought it would be, and then the boat went out on its own, and we didn’t know what to do.”

      She looked at Toby, and once again, her most radiant smile broke across her face. “But then Papa came, and it was all right, and now Domi and me are safe.”

      Smiling, too, Domi reached out a hand to Toby and, in a soft voice, murmured, “Grazie, signor. Grazie mille.”

      Diana noticed that Domi’s utterance utterly shocked not just her parents but several other islanders as well.

      Focused on Domi, Toby didn’t notice. In a light grip, he took the hand the little girl offered and, with his customary elegant dignity, half bowed over it. “Prego, signorina. You are very welcome.”

      Everyone was now relaxed, visibly glad, relieved, and reassured, and after being thanked by Toby, Giovanni, and Barbero, the searchers drifted away.

      Meanwhile, Evelyn and Domi, now in her mother’s arms, were continuing their stilted but apparently effective communication.

      Under cover of the exchange, in a hushed, rather awed voice, Signora Barbero confided to Diana, “Our Dominica does not normally speak much to anyone but Eduardo and me. She is very, very shy.” The signora glanced approvingly at Toby. “But she spoke to him, even without us trying to push her. It is, how you say, amazing.”

      Her gaze resting on Toby—the hero of the hour—Diana smiled. “He’s very good with children.”

      Signora Barbero nodded emphatically. “That must be so. Children, they recognize something, no?”

      Still gazing at Toby, who was speaking with Giovanni and Barbero, Diana nodded. There was, indeed, something inherently trustworthy in Toby Cynster that children—all children—seemed to instinctively see.

      Finally, all still smiling, they turned to start back up the narrow alley.

      “Wait, signore.”

      They turned back to see the lad, who had reclaimed his rowboat, climbing out with Rupert the Bear in one hand. He held out the bear. “I think this must belong to one of the signorine.”

      “Rupert!” Evelyn held out both hands, and grinning widely, the lad gave her the bear. She clutched the stuffed bear close and rocked him. “I nearly forgot you! I’m sorry!”

      Diana looked at Toby, and he looked at her.

      Then both of them smiled.

      Toby called a thanks to the lad, then stood back and waved Diana and Signora Barbero, both carrying their respective girls, up the alley to the path.

      Once on the path, they parted from the Barberos, who headed northward to their home, while their party turned south to the villa, which was only a few yards farther on.

      While traversing the short distance, Diana inwardly marveled that both Toby and she had entirely forgotten the dispatches hidden inside the bear. Or more correctly, they’d dismissed Rupert as, relatively speaking, of little importance to them. Evelyn—her safety and getting her back unharmed—had dominated their minds, effortlessly trumping even the reason that had brought them there.

      A powerful reason—critical dispatches—yet not more important than a little girl and her welfare. Not more powerful than the responsibility—the care—both she and Toby felt they owed Evelyn.

      Duty to one’s country triumphed over many things, but not family.

      Not for her, not for Toby.

      For him—and, she now realized, for her—family ranked higher than everything.

      Still smiling, she carried Evelyn in through the villa’s gate. After handing her to a hugely relieved Helga to smother with hugs and exclamations, Diana shot a glance at Toby. Seeing more, understanding more.

      He wasn’t just a man on a mission. Regardless of that—indeed, in spite of that—he was a caring, protective, meant-to-be-family man.

      A man who definitely should have a family of his own.
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      Later that evening, in the wake of a festive dinner crowning the eventful day, after the rest of the household had retired, Toby sought refuge on the patio.

      In the shadowed silence, he sat in one of the chairs beneath the loggia, gazed out at the moonlit lake, and finally allowed his mind to turn to the revelations of the day.

      To the personal truths exposed and laid bare by what he had felt—by the substance and intensity of his reactions.

      Two days ago, he’d been willing to wait. To be cautious. To acknowledge and bow to the risks inherent in precipitate action. But in agreeing to wait until they reached safety before seizing the chance to secure the future he wanted, he hadn’t been true to himself.

      Practicing caution and not taking risks simply wasn’t him. Life was too short, and he knew that to his bones. More, reining in his compulsion to secure what he needed once he’d decided he needed it grated on his nerves.

      Like trying to hold back the tide, it was a futile endeavor.

      The events of the day and his reaction to them had stripped the scales from his eyes.

      He knew what he needed to create the future he was now determined to have, and the compulsion to seize and secure the elements required to make that future a reality had grown and swelled and was now a persistent, insistent drumbeat in his blood.

      The tense moments when they hadn’t known where Evelyn was, her spontaneously calling him “Papa” and looking at him with eyes full of hope and joy as if he was her savior—what he’d felt in those moments and the intensity of those feelings were indelibly etched on his brain and utterly impossible to ignore.

      Courtesy of the day’s events, not acting was no longer an easy option.

      He knew Diana was near before she stepped onto the patio.

      She drew closer, and her fingers trailed over his shoulder, then, gathering her shawl about her, she sat in the chair to his left, at the end of the table.

      Through the moonlit shadows, he met her gaze.

      She studied him for several long moments, then asked, “What is it?”

      Her directness was a relief. He thought of how best to answer. Until recently—since he’d come to know her—he would have conveyed his meaning without unequivocally stating it, yet given what he ultimately wanted to secure, instinct insisted that, with her, cloaking the truth wasn’t the right way.

      Her question had been direct. If he wanted a life with her, and he did, then he owed her honesty and clarity in return.

      “The Evelyn-induced events of the day have… forced me to readjust my thinking.”

      Her gaze still locked with his, she tipped her head. “In what way?”

      “I haven’t changed my mind about sharing my future life with you—and subsequently, possibly, the children. That aim hasn’t changed. If anything, it’s grown more definite, more set in stone.” He paused, holding her gaze, then drew breath and went on, “What has changed is… the urgency I feel over taking the next steps to secure that future.”

      Her brows rose, and she studied his eyes, his expression.

      Before she could speak, he went on, “I know I agreed to wait until we’re safely in England before making any final, irrevocable decision. In reality, I’m constitutionally incapable of adhering to such a plan. I’m inherently reckless in the sense of being quick to take calculated risks. Not any risks, but those I can see will advance my cause, whatever that cause happens to be. You could with truth say I’ve built a career on that facility, on swiftly and correctly calculating odds and, whenever they’re to my advantage, seizing them.”

      He shifted to fully face her. “The truth is that I have to step forward. I don’t want to step back, but neither can I remain stationary, waiting until safety is guaranteed before moving ahead. That’s simply not me.”

      She hadn’t shifted her gaze from his. “I see.”

      He grimaced and confessed, “The compulsion to move forward is far stronger than mere impatience. It’s eating at me, prodding and pricking and demanding I act because I know—know—what I want and need.” He drew breath and exhaled. “And after today, I’ve seen—been forced to see and recognize—too much of my true self to even pretend to ignore the revelations and, more, what they mean.”

      Diana regarded him questioningly. “You want to…?”

      “Act to secure what I know I need to build my most-desired future life.” He sat up and captured her hands in his. “That means you. I need you.” He met her gaze directly. “First, foremost, and above all else, I need you.” Holding her gaze, he raised one hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “Diana Locke, from this moment on, are you willing to link your life with mine? Are you willing to take the plunge and accept whatever risks lie ahead and, hand in hand with me, go forward and see what sort of future we can create?”

      It was a proposal, clearly articulated and quite definite. A proposal that made Diana’s heart soar.

      Of course, he capped it with, “I need to know. And I need to know now.”

      And in that, he was entirely sincere.

      The impulse to laugh and joyously accept was very real, but she owed herself a moment to think.

      She looked into his eyes and, beneath the confidence, the sophisticated certainty, saw vulnerability slinking. He hoped, very strongly hoped, that he’d read her aright, but until she spoke, he couldn’t be sure.

      But to explain as he had and take the risk of revealing himself, his understanding of himself, to her was telling—that was determination and commitment made manifest.

      In a flash, her mind scrolled through all she’d learned of him—the assurance, the practical drive, the arrogance, the inherently dominant personality, all balanced by his instinctive caring, the innate protectiveness for those weaker than he, and the deeply rooted family feeling that even he now recognized.

      She saw him—all of him—as she stared into his eyes.

      He’d opened his heart to her, yet he hadn’t spoken of love.

      Neither would she.

      She suspected that, like her, he saw that emotion as something amorphous, intangible, something that might seed and grow if conditions were propitious.

      Neither he nor she was the sort to shy away from love if it came. Courage of that sort was another trait they shared, along with the liking for taking action. They were practical souls, both of them, and setting in place the framework for a shared life was an action they could actually take.

      And take now.

      The experiences of the day had hammered home how she felt about the children and only more powerfully underscored how she would feel about children of her own.

      She wanted a family, just as he did, and he was the only man who had ever made her even think of spending her life with him.

      She’d started this journey with no idea of what she wanted her future to be.

      Now, she knew.

      How to give him her answer?

      She’d always believed actions spoke louder than words.

      She leant forward and set her lips to his and kissed him—provocatively.

      She exulted in his immediate response, in the leap and surge of need and want that affected them both. Eager and determined, she curled her fingers in his coat, and his arms came around her, and he shifted and lifted her to his lap.

      On a sigh, she sank against him, then parted her lips and invited him in, and he surged into her mouth and claimed.

      And she claimed him, equally sure, equally certain.

      The kiss deepened, and heat spiraled through them.

      He drew back enough to murmur against her swollen lips, “I take it that’s a yes?”

      She hauled his lips back to hers, kissed him ferociously, then pulled back enough to breathe, “This is a definite and very determined acceptance.”

      He chuckled softly.

      The sound shivered along her nerves, leaving them even more sensitive. More yearning. For…

      More.

      She wanted more. Indeed, now she’d taken the plunge, acknowledged what she wanted, and made the decision to seize, just like him, she wanted everything. And she wanted it now.

      As their lips met again and desire welled and passion rose, she set herself to achieve her immediate goal. With lips and tongue, she tempted and incited; with roving hands, she urged him on.

      Her directness, her unequivocal invitation to plunder, drew Toby down the path he most wanted to tread. Unquestioningly, he followed her into a landscape of heated exchanges that stirred his blood and lured him to bestow caresses that dramatically escalated her passion and drove both of them on.

      Need and hunger twined and surged in ever higher, more powerful waves.

      He sensed her growing urgency—there in the increasingly desperate clutch of her hands in his hair, in the searing kisses she pressed on him—and felt the complementary pounding in his blood grow harder. Stronger.

      Ever more insistent.

      But they were in a chair on the patio, under the stars, and the breeze off the lake was increasingly chilly.

      He managed to drag his lips far enough from hers to say, “We should stop.”

      “No.” At close quarters, she met his eyes, then she licked her lips and declared, “I want you. Now, tonight. In my bed.” Her lips lightly curved. “And I rather think you want me.”

      Oh, he did. He most definitely did. But… “Are you sure?”

      She nodded decisively. “Very sure.” And with that, she pushed upright, out of his arms, got shakily to her feet, and catching his hands, tugged him up. “Come on.”

      The instant he stood, as if she couldn’t help herself, she pushed close and kissed him again.

      Then she tugged and pulled and, still anchoring him with her kiss, waltzed him inside and on.

      With their lips locked for most of the distance, he had no idea how they managed to climb the stairs and make it to her room without falling and causing a ruckus, but they did. Blindly searching with one hand, he got the door open, and they all but fell through.

      He pushed the door and managed to close it without a slam.

      Then he caught her to him, angled his head, and kissed her unrestrainedly.

      That fixed her attention.

      For several long moments, he reveled in the sensation of being in control, then she pressed a palm to his chest, leant in, and answered his challenge with one of her own and filched the reins from his grasp.

      Not that she kept them—oh no. She flung every last rein aside and fell on him with heated, hungry, greedy kisses, with a nurse’s hands—well-educated in the art of disrobing a man—and with a curvaceous form she used to advantage, pressing demandingly against him and shattering the last of the resolve he’d managed to assemble.

      Now. Now. Show me.

      The wordless demand rang in her touch, in her blatantly sultry kisses. It sang in her sighs as he set his hands cruising over her curves, fingers spread, palms sculpting.

      His entire mind, every last iota of his awareness, had focused on her. His every thought was devoted to her pleasure.

      In the cool dark, with the only illumination a silvery radiance cast by the moon, with practiced ease, he continued the communion of their lips while simultaneously divesting her of her clothes—jacket, blouse, skirt, corset, petticoats—until she stood within his arms, locked against him, her pearlescent skin screened only by chemise and drawers of the finest cotton.

      Intent on his goal, he would have removed those as well, but she had other ideas and made them known, pressing his hands aside and insisting on pushing his coat off his shoulders.

      He obliged, shrugging out of the coat and letting it slide down his arms to the floor. Rather than risk her trapping his hands in his shirt, he swiftly undid the cuffs, then once she’d undone the buttons all the way down the front placket, he allowed her to sweep the fine linen apart and over his shoulders and down to join his coat on the floorboards.

      Through the dimness, she stared at his chest, then fell on the already heated expanse with hot, open-mouthed kisses and greedy, grasping hands. He hadn’t expected that, and for a moment, he closed his eyes and all but swayed under the barrage of sensations she rained on him.

      But he was too experienced to allow her—a virgin—to dictate the play for long. Instead, he used her distraction to undo the knot at her waist and send the soft material of her drawers sliding down her long legs.

      Long, shapely legs that were truly distracting. The glimpses he caught of their length and form and of the brown thatch at their apex sent fire shooting through him and had him waltzing her to the bed.

      She caught him off guard by falling onto the mattress and taking him with her.

      That was when he realized that, at some point, she’d undone the flap of his trousers, and nurse that she was, she had a far better understanding than the average virgin of what she was about.

      Her hand closed around his erection, and sensation streaked through him. She tightened her grip, and he saw stars.

      And that was merely the beginning. In the tussle that ensued, through gasps and moans—his as well as hers—she impressed on him that she was determined to fully participate in the venture.

      In their first foray into intimacy.

      Consumed by a succession of searing kisses, they wrestled and rolled across the sheets. Hands grasped. Fingers caressed, probed, and possessed.

      She made it clear that she wanted to know, so he taught her the ways, and she was quick to absorb, learn, and extrapolate.

      Between them, understanding and awareness of the physicality of the moment—of the full meaning of intimacy—burgeoned and bloomed.

      Despite the escalating pounding in their blood, they both fought to hold back the tide, battling instinct to draw out the minutes of shivering, shuddering pleasure.

      Until they were full to bursting with a geysering maelstrom of passion and desire that neither could hope to deny.

      They came together in a rush of sensation, in a moment of blinding delight, marked by a surge of feelings so intense they lost their breaths and clung, momentarily paralyzed.

      Then the spur of instinct pricked and sank in, and they plunged into the dance, and then they were riding hard, striving together, racing to reach the pinnacle of sensation that hovered just out of reach.

      Their bodies slick, their skins burning, with shivering gasps and growling groans, they pushed on and on, clinging desperately to each other as sensation spiraled around them, sank into and through them, then closed in, tightened and coalesced, intensifying until…

      The peak rose before them, and they gasped and reached, and then they were soaring—soaring—until passion shattered their senses in a firework display of mind-numbing brilliance.

      Her climax left her limp beneath him while his left him wracked and shattered. For long moments, he hung over her, struggling to breathe, to find his wits, then she tugged, insistently, and on a last soft groan, he let his body slump to hers.

      As oblivion beckoned, he felt her arms slide around him and hold him close.

      Home, his brain told him. He’d finally found his home.
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        * * *

      

      For Diana, the following day passed in a blur of private, necessarily-concealed-from-others delight.

      She’d woken to find herself alone, but with pleasurable warmth still coursing beneath her skin. After rising, washing, and dressing, she decided it was a truly wonderful feeling.

      She wasn’t sure she managed to hide her secret smiles from Giulia, but as she spent most of her day supervising the children as they played in the rear garden, she was hopeful that no one had guessed that she’d spent the night in Toby’s arms.

      Beyond one shared, very direct glance when she’d joined him at the table for breakfast, neither he nor she had alluded to their changed circumstances in any way.

      That suited her. The connection was so new, she wanted to keep it to themselves until it grew stronger. It was like a new shoot that needed protection until it developed enough to weather life’s storms.

      The day rolled smoothly on in their now-accustomed peace and serenity, yet as the afternoon progressed into evening, she sensed that Toby was growing increasingly tense.

      Puzzled and a touch concerned, she went upstairs with the children, and after settling them in their beds and seeing them drift off to sleep, she waited until she heard the others heading for their rooms before she went downstairs again and, as she’d expected given that Toby was usually the last to come upstairs, found him still in the drawing room.

      What she hadn’t expected was to discover him pacing before the hearth with barely concealed impatience.

      As she walked into the room, he glanced at her, and from his expression, she realized his uncharacteristic restiveness wasn’t due to her.

      She went to her usual chair and sank into it. “What’s wrong?”

      He looked at her, then grimaced. “This is going to sound ridiculous—I can’t even explain it well to myself—but…” He sighed, halted, and ran a hand through his hair, leaving it thoroughly disarranged. “I thought—had hoped—that taking a step forward with you and placing the relationship I want with you on a more definite footing and knowing that you’re in full agreement would have eased the fixation that’s been welling inside me to rush on and get to England. I thought that you and me being together would allow all of us to enjoy at least a few more days here, where safety is so much more assured, but no.” He shook his head in apparent disgust. “If anything, the opposite is true, and I feel more compelled than ever to pack everyone up and race on.”

      He met her gaze. “Even though our relationship makes no material difference to the mission, I now feel it’s even more urgent that we rush to England and safety.”

      Again, he shook his head. “I know it’s illogical to imagine that us being intimate and having definitely agreed to marry has somehow put even greater weight in the scale, but that’s how I feel.” He gestured vaguely. “And then there’s the children. We might not be looking forward to surrendering them to Fellows’s aunt, but the longer we put it off, especially by staying here, more or less free of threat and behaving and being regarded as a family, the more difficult the break will be. For all of us.”

      She studied his face, etched with the signs of his mental wrestling. After taking a moment to consider her approach, she ventured, “You’re driven by protectiveness. It’s one of your strongest traits.”

      He looked at her and didn’t bother denying it.

      “That’s what’s pushing you to get us all to absolute safety, which means racing to England, and the more definitely we become ‘yours,’ the more powerful that compulsion will grow. However,” she went on, “such an action will also, inevitably, expose us to danger—me and the children especially.” Tipping her head, she regarded him steadily. “Together, the four of us are your family-for-now, and I’m also a critical part of the family you hope to have in the future. You will always want to protect us from danger—that’s one of your most-dominant instincts—but in this case, protecting us means taking a real risk of exposing us to serious danger. You’re in a cleft stick.”

      “Yes! That’s it exactly.” He flung out his arms. “I feel damned if we stay and damned if we go.” He looked at her. “How did you grow to be so wise in my ways?” When she smiled faintly, he arched his brows. “So, which option should we choose? Stay for a while longer or make a run for England?”

      She took her time weighing both options. Eventually, she said, “While I own to being reluctant to end our stay in paradise, we have to leave at some point, and I’m not averse to setting out on the journey we need to make to reach the beginning of our future.”

      She looked up and found him following her words closely. He nodded, and she went on, “And the point you made about the children and the longer we remain here making the inevitable parting harder on them is a valid one. It’s not going to be easy, and putting it off will make it worse.”

      He nodded more definitely. “So we leave and head for England.”

      She studied his face; his expression was now focused as he looked ahead. “Do you think that, by now, the Prussians and Heinrik and Eva will have passed us by and gone farther west?”

      He arched his brows. “I can’t see why they would still be casting about in Italy. More likely, they’ll have headed for the Channel ports, hoping to intercept us there.”

      “They won’t think of Genoa?”

      He didn’t immediately shake his head. After some moments, he grimaced. “Heinrik might have thought of it and gone down that way. But if so, he should have quickly realized that we haven’t been sighted anywhere along that route, and he’ll conclude that we slipped past them and are already farther west. Given how long we’ve been tucked away here, by now, he should be racing for the Channel.”

      Toby paused, then met her gaze. “The long and the short of it is that, in terms of avoiding our pursuers, I can’t see that we’ll gain any further advantage by remaining here for longer.”

      She studied his eyes, read his expression, then nodded. “In that case, how long will it take to organize to leave?”
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        * * *

      

      Together with Diana, Toby broke the news of their imminent departure to the rest of the household over breakfast the following morning.

      He’d left Diana’s bed before dawn and gone to the dock to arrange a rowboat to take them to Orta. “From there,” he explained, “we’ll take the most direct route possible all the way to England.” He made it sound exciting.

      “It will be the next stage in our continuing adventure.” Diana could see that the children were torn. They’d enjoyed their time on the island, yet the lure of further travel drew them.

      Slowly, Evelyn nodded. “Rupert and I have had a lovely time here, but we want to see England, too.” She turned big eyes on Giulia. “Perhaps we can come back to visit, and you can teach me how to cook more things.”

      Giulia beamed and patted Evelyn’s hand. “You will always be very welcome, my child.” Giulia looked at the boys. “And your brothers as well.”

      The boys returned Giulia’s smile. Although they were quiet, allowing their readiness to leave to be assumed, curiosity over what lay ahead gleamed in their eyes.

      Giovanni and Giulia were sad to see them go, but from their easy acceptance of the rather abrupt leave-taking, Diana deduced they were used to Toby suddenly deciding he had to leave. The pair offered to keep the children amused with a last board game while Diana, Toby, and Helga packed.

      Diana fell back into her customary organizational role, keeping an eye on everything as the bags were repacked and the children’s cases got ready.

      At midmorning, they gathered in the front hall—bags, cases, Bruno, and all—and donned coats and hats and sorted out who was to carry what.

      Giovanni and Giulia insisted on accompanying them to the dock, and as they set off, brother and sister called the news to their neighbors, and many came out to bid the Giordanos’ guests farewell. Despite their short stay, the children had grown to be favorites of many of the locals, and soon, a small procession was escorting them along the piazza toward the narrow path leading to the dock.

      The crowd slowed them, but Diana noticed that Toby showed no sign of impatience; clearly, he was accustomed to such communal farewells.

      Even the prior, no doubt having been informed of the cause of the ruckus in the piazza, appeared as they reached the dock and the boat the Grosso brothers had brought. The large rowboat bobbed on the gentle wavelets.

      As their party neared the end of the dock, Roland and Bryce’s three friends wormed through the crowd and rushed up to shake the boys’ hands and gabble out wishes for a safe journey.

      From what Diana gathered from the mishmash of languages, the five were swearing they would meet on the island again someday.

      A patter of feet drew all attention, then with everyone smiling broadly, the crowd parted to allow the Barberos, carrying Dominica, to come through.

      Evelyn squealed and, with her arms spread wide and Rupert dangling from one hand, rushed toward Dominica. Set on her feet by her father, Dominica ran forward, and to the coos of the onlookers, the two little girls hugged and clung as if they might never let each other go.

      Diana, following more slowly behind Evelyn, breathed a silent sigh of relief when the girls drew back and, much as the boys had, said their farewells and promised to meet again.

      Signora Barbero smiled shyly at Diana. “We truly hope you will return. Your little Evelyn’s friendship has been so good for our girl.”

      Signor Barbero nodded earnestly and added his hopes to his wife’s.

      Diana smiled in farewell, then caught and gently tugged Evelyn’s hand.

      Luckily, along with Helga and Bruno, the boys had already scrambled into the rowboat and now called to their sister to hurry up, and Evelyn—doubtless not wanting to risk being left behind—clutched Rupert more tightly and trotted quickly beside Diana to the boat.

      Giuseppe and Giorgio held the craft steady while many hands helped them step in.

      Toby followed, and Giuseppe got ready to push away from the dock, but a word from the crowd had him pausing.

      Smiling, the prior came to stand at the front of the crowd and, raising his hand in benediction, blessed them and their enterprise and called on the Almighty to protect them throughout the rest of their journey.

      From his position beside Diana on one of the bench seats, Toby replied with a grateful response, one that had the crowd and the prior laughing.

      Then, to a sea of waves and a chorus of farewells, Giuseppe and Giorgio leant on the oars, and the boat slid smoothly out onto the lake, then turned east toward Orta. Many in the crowd, including Pietro, Franco, Enrico, and the Barberos, remained on the dock, waving and shouting farewells until the boat passed out of their sight.

      Facing forward at last, Diana watched the larger dock approaching, a symbol of the next stage of their journey to England and the various futures that awaited their company there.

      In addition to the summons to Giorgio and Giuseppe, Toby had sent word to their brother, Gio, to have the conveyance Toby had traded the horse and cart for—a fast coach with strong horses and an experienced driver—ready to depart. As the rowboat’s side bumped against the Orta dock, Toby could see a good-looking coach with a pair of strong nags ready and waiting.

      Gio came to the dock to help the women and children out of the bobbing boat, then helped cart the luggage to the coach.

      The coachman was waiting on the roof to arrange and lash down the larger bags.

      Toby was amused and also relieved to see that his family were now seasoned travelers. They got themselves and Bruno into the coach and arranged and stowed all the smaller luggage. Once everyone and everything was inside, Toby turned to farewell the Grosso brothers with handshakes and embraces and much slapping of backs.

      Finally allowing him to extricate himself and climb into the carriage, the brothers called farewells to the others, then Toby shut the door and tapped on the roof, and finally, they were away.

      He leant back against the squabs and looked at the children—already absorbed with their game of “spot the strange thing in the countryside”—then he looked at Diana and found her waiting to catch his eye and arch her brows in question.

      He smiled. “We’re on our way. Next stop, England.”
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        * * *

      

      Toby wished it could be that simple, but of course, they would have many intermediate stops along the way.

      The first was at Arona, a town on the western shore of Lake Maggiore. The town hosted the terminus of one of the branch lines connecting to the main northern-Italian railway line.

      Toby had directed the driver to make for the Pavilion Hotel, an upper-class establishment facing the gardens bordering the lake and within easy walking distance of the railway station.

      “Incidentally”—Toby caught the children’s eyes—“we’re the Caldwells again.”

      Evelyn furrowed her brow. “Not Cynsters?”

      “No.” Seeing the dubious expression on her little face, he added, “We can go back to being Cynsters later, when we’re finally safe on a ship, but for now”—he underscored the importance of the point with his tone—“we’re the Caldwells. All right?”

      The three nodded, but obviously weren’t delighted, which made him feel rather strange.

      But then the carriage drew up outside the hotel, and to his relief, everyone seamlessly fell into their previous roles, and he was able to arrange for two adjoining rooms without any stumbles drawing undue attention.

      By the time the luggage was unloaded and they’d farewelled the driver, who would return directly to Orta, then followed the porters and their bags to their rooms, it was almost time for lunch.

      Once again immersed in the charade of being a well-to-do Austrian family traveling through Europe and seeing the sights, they assembled and headed downstairs. Toby and Diana ushered their brood into the dining room—a pleasant room overlooking the lake—and they sat at a table by the windows and spent the next hour enjoying a deliciously tasty meal.
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        * * *

      

      After lunch, Toby and Diana walked with the children and Bruno through the gardens hugging the lake shore. It was a pleasant interlude in which reality and their charade seemed to all but merge.

      In the relative quiet of midafternoon, Toby steered the others toward the train station.

      Strolling beside him, her arm twined with his, Diana observed, “It’s just as well that, while we’re here, we let the children run and get what fresh air and exercise they can. I daresay that, once we leave, they’ll be cooped up and sitting for the majority of the time until we reach England.”

      “Sadly, that’s likely, at least until we’re aboard a suitable ship.”

      They watched the boys running over a stretch of lawn, with Bruno, whose leash Roland held, leaping in giddy happiness beside them. Not to be outdone, Evelyn, carrying Rupert under one arm, followed as fast as her shorter legs allowed.

      Toby lengthened his stride to catch the trio as, ahead, they reached the base of a flight of steps leading up to an ironwork bridge that ran above the railway lines, giving access to the station on the other side of the tracks.

      At that hour, there were few other pedestrians about, and it was easy to keep the children in sight. By the time Toby and Diana caught up with the trio, they’d climbed the steps and had run to a point halfway along the bridge. There, they’d clambered onto the ornate railing and were looking out over the tracks. The boys were engrossed, pointing at various engines and carriages in the yards below.

      Two engines were shunting carriages and coal carts about.

      After a moment of listening to the boys’ chatter, Diana glanced at Toby. “Why don’t I stay here with the children while you get the tickets?”

      He nodded. “An excellent idea.” He glanced at the boys, then looked at her and smiled. “I won’t be long.”

      Diana watched him walk on along the bridge, then disappear down the steps at the other end.

      Suppressing a contented sigh, smiling to herself, she turned her attention to the children.

      True to his word, Toby wasn’t long at all. After finally tiring of watching the shunting, the boys had only just realized he’d left for the station when he reappeared and walked to join them.

      Eagerly, Roland asked, “Where are we going to this time?”

      Toby grinned. “To a town called Cuneo. To reach it, we go south to Novara, then southwest to Torino, then turn directly south to Cuneo.”

      “Will we be on the train the whole way?” Bryce asked, confidently taking Toby’s hand.

      Toby smiled at him. “On a train the whole way, but not the same train. We’ll have to change trains at Novara, which is our first stop. Then we’ll be on one of the main-line trains for the rest of the journey.”

      In a group, they turned toward the hotel, and Evelyn took Diana’s hand, then looked up at Toby. “Will we be sleeping on the train again?”

      “Not this time.” Toby glanced at the children, clustered around him as they neared the steps down to the gardens. “Our train will leave here first thing in the morning, and our train from Novara leaves there before midday. I imagine we’ll stop for a short time in Torino, and we should arrive in Cuneo by late afternoon.”

      “So it’s just one day more on the train?” Roland asked.

      Toby confirmed that was the case, and they went down the steps to the neatly clipped grass and set out for the hotel.

      As they walked along one of the garden’s gravel paths, Roland asked, “Why Cuneo?”

      Diana glanced at Toby; she’d been wondering that herself.

      Roland, too, looked at Toby. “Is that where we get on a ship?”

      His expression relaxed, Toby shook his head. “No. Cuneo is well inland. From there, we’ll hire a coach and drive across the border into France and down to the coast of the Mediterranean and follow that around to Marseille. That’s where we’ll find a ship to take us to England.”

      The boys took a moment to absorb that, then Roland said, “That means that by the time we reach England, we’ll have traveled by carriage, train, cart, rowboat, and ship.”

      When the children looked up at him, Toby grinned. “Indeed. By the time we reach England, you’ll be experienced travelers—more experienced than most.”

      That notion clearly pleased the children.

      Diana looked ahead. “We should get back and tell Helga the news.”

      “Yes!” the trio chorused.

      As they rushed ahead, Diana looped her arm in Toby’s, leant close, and murmured, “Earlier, you said we would be going to Genoa to find a ship.”

      Toby dipped his head toward hers. “That was my initial intention, and I’m hoping that Heinrik also assumed I would head that way, at least at first. And while I hope he’s now halfway across France on his way to the Channel ports, I’d rather not chance any accidental encounter, which is one of several reasons why, for us, heading to Marseille is now the preferable option.”

      The hotel loomed before them, putting an end to the exchange, and Diana and Toby continued in their roles of mama and papa through a familial afternoon tea and dinnertime, and she couldn’t help but register how smoothly and effortlessly they all now played their parts.

      While she was tucking Evelyn into bed and thinking of how deeply ingrained the elements of their charade had apparently become, Diana realized that their behaviors were no longer adopted masks or constructed façades but rather a projection of who they each wanted to be.

      They were still pretending, but it was pretense on a different level. More the trying on of a role—like trying on a glove to see if it fitted—rather than a role assumed to deceive others.

      Once Evelyn’s breathing slowed, Diana peeked through the connecting door into the adjoining room and found it dim and silent, with both boys curled under the blankets, quiet and still. She closed the door and hesitated, then after noting Helga getting ready for bed, too, Diana opened the corridor door and stepped outside.

      She glanced around and located Toby standing in an alcove at the end of the corridor. He was facing the other way, apparently looking at the lake through a large window.

      She walked down the corridor and joined him.

      He glanced briefly her way, then returned his gaze to the dark waters of the lake.

      She stood shoulder to shoulder with him and gazed out into the night. After a moment, she murmured, “I feel as if a magical time is coming to an end.”

      He shifted his weight, then replied, “We stepped out of the mission, away from pursuit and off our predestined path. Our time on the island was, in effect, days spent outside our true reality.”

      “And now we’ve stepped back, into our race to reach England.” She knew that meant that from now on, she and he would need to be ever vigilant. Alert and watchful, forever scanning for dangers and threats.

      He nodded. “Sadly, from here until we board an English ship, our lives will be significantly more fraught.”

      Her bedroom at the villa already seemed a long way away, in some other world.

      With that outlet denied them, she turned her mind to what lay ahead. After a moment, she glanced at him. “Do you have a house in London?”

      His lips curved, and he met her eyes. “Not as such. I spend as little time as I can in the capital, but when I have to visit, I use my parents’ house. These days, with them off traveling, either with other relatives or to visit their grandchildren, the house is more often empty than not.”

      “So where do you call home?”

      “I suppose that’s the Cynster Farmhouse in Newmarket.” He reached for her and drew her to stand in front of him, then looped his arms about her waist. He urged her to lean back against him and, when she did, rested his chin on her head. “It’s not a farmhouse as such but really a manor house. It’s just called the Cynster Farmhouse because of the stud farm, breeding stable, and racing stable that are part of the estate. That’s where I grew up and also where I spend much of my time. As I mentioned, I’m in ultimate charge of the breeding stable. However, the house is actually the home of my older brother, Nicholas, and his wife, Adriana, and their ever-increasing brood.”

      His arms tightened about her. “So after we marry, we’ll need to find a place of our own.” He tipped his head to look at her face. “Do you have any preference? London or the country?”

      She closed her hands over his at her waist. “Country, most definitely.” She angled her head to meet his gaze. “Does it need to be near Newmarket?”

      “No, not at all. Over the years, I’ve worked out ways to run the breeding stable from afar. Obviously, I don’t need to be there all the time.”

      “What about London? Being within reach of that?”

      “I’m not at all enamored of town, so that’s more your call than mine.”

      “Within reach, possibly, then. What about…”

      They filled half an hour with a lighthearted exchange of likes, dislikes, and preferences, but beneath that ran the bolstering thread of putting flesh to the bones of their hopes and dreams and coloring in their vision of their future. Their shared future in a home of their own, with a family of their own to fill it.

      The restating of their ultimate goal steadied them both. Anchored them and reminded them of what, ultimately, they were striving to achieve.

      When, finally, they left the alcove and walked up the corridor to their rooms and, with a far-too-short kiss, parted, Diana sensed they were both more settled. More focused, more determined. More capable of facing the hurdles before them and winning through to their ultimate prize.
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      The following morning, everyone was eager to board the train and get started on their journey to Cuneo.

      Toby ushered his family to their compartment, once again the rear compartment in the last first-class carriage. As usual, the first-class carriages were located at the rear of the train, as far as possible from the sooty black smoke that issued from the engine’s funnel.

      After seeing everyone settled, Toby returned to the open carriage door and watched the travelers crossing the platform, hurrying to board the train.

      Minutes later, Diana joined him. She halted beside him and peered past his shoulder. “What are the chances of any of our pursuers appearing?”

      He smiled. “Thankfully, very low.”

      “But you can’t help keeping watch?”

      He shrugged. “A great deal depends on what they concluded when they lost us at Bergamo. From there, we could have struck north through Lichtenstein and traveled on via Zurich. In my shoes, that’s a route the Prussians would favor. If they’ve taken that bait, they’ll be far away.”

      “So no more threat from them?”

      “That’s my fondest hope. But if they or, more likely, Heinrik guessed I might run to a Mediterranean port rather than head for the Channel, then with luck, they’ve had time enough to have traveled down there, realized we haven’t been anywhere near, concluded they were wrong, changed tack, and rushed off to the Channel ports. If so, we’ll have a clear run with no unexpected hurdles. However, if, for whatever reason, they’ve remained in Italy, then there’s always a chance that our paths might inadvertently cross.”

      She frowned. “So we can’t know where they’ll be, any more than they know where we are.”

      “Exactly. There’s nothing we can do to avoid them other than by racing as fast as we can for Marseille and, all the while, keeping watch just in case and, if we do spot them, being ready to do whatever we can to avoid their notice.”

      She pulled a face, then squeezed his arm and returned to the compartment.

      Leaning against the wall in the shadows just inside the door, he continued to scan the last-minute stragglers until the train’s whistle sounded, and the conductor shut the door.

      As the train slowly pulled out of the station, Toby straightened, aware of a modicum of relief tempering the escalating alertness that gripped him.

      He’d couriered state secrets to London more times than he could recall, and previously, he’d viewed such flights as something akin to a game. But this time…

      This time, he had far more at stake, and this flight was no game.

      He returned to the compartment and smiled easily as he stepped inside. After shutting the door, he sat on the forward-facing bench seat opposite Diana. From that position, he would see anyone coming along the corridor, more or less in the first instant that they would see him. That gave him the best chance to react quickly and defend against any attack.

      The children were ensconced by the window, peering out and exclaiming.

      Helga was sitting on the opposite seat between Evelyn and Diana, and Bruno was stretched on the floor beneath the boys’ feet.

      Keeping his expression relaxed, Toby tried to live up to it, with no great success. All he’d told Diana was true, and the chance of their pursuers stumbling over them was, indeed, very slight, yet he hadn’t run successful missions for nearly twenty years without developing very finely honed instincts and an active sense of when Fate—fickle female that she was—was about to turn on him.

      “Papa!” Evelyn left the window and came to wriggle onto the seat beside him. She held up Rupert the Bear. “Rupert wants to know where in England we’re going and what it’s like there.”

      The questions drew the boys’ attention as well, and Toby found himself trying to describe the Hampshire countryside to children who had no real idea of what the New Forest was or of the vagaries of English weather.

      As long as fishing was possible, the boys, at least, were content.

      Smiling at Toby’s efforts, Diana hoped the demands on his inventiveness would help ease the tension she sensed in him. She could understand; this was the crucial final leg of their journey, and they weren’t yet free of pending threats. And, of course, that she and the children had come to mean so much more to him than he’d expected had only added to the weight of responsibility that, doubtless, he felt.

      While he entertained the children, she cast about for what she could do to ease his burden, and when his imagination regarding their great-aunt’s house ran out, she stepped in to lead the children in a rehearsal of how they would manage when they reached Novara and had to change trains.
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        * * *

      

      Toby remained on edge throughout the half hour it took to change trains at Novara and counted himself lucky that the main-line train that would take them to Cuneo had already been waiting at the next platform. Consequently, transferring his little family, luggage and all, to the compartment they would inhabit for the rest of the day had been accomplished without any dallying on the platform, exposed to the eyes of the world.

      Once again, he’d managed to secure the last compartment in the rearmost carriage. He always felt more comfortable knowing that the escape route at the rear of the train was available to him and his charges. He maintained his watch for any hint of pursuit until, with a sharp whistle, the train pulled out of the station, then he returned to the compartment and endeavored to deploy a relaxed, easygoing façade for the children.

      He was grateful that Diana had had the forethought to request a luncheon hamper from the hotel at Arona. Shortly after they got underway, she suggested they broach it, and the children fell to with alacrity.

      Soon, they were munching, and peace and quiet reigned.

      As he’d hoped, the food made the children drowsy, and they curled up on the seats and, lulled by the rhythmic rocking of the train, slept.

      Diana and Helga seized the chance and closed their eyes, too.

      Initially, Toby refrained, but as the train rocked on, his lids grew heavier. Eventually, after reminding himself that there was no one they needed to fear on the train, he allowed his eyes to close.

      The train slowed. He opened his eyes and realized they were drawing into Torino station—just as the boys opened the compartment door and rushed out into the corridor. Evelyn, as always clutching Rupert the Bear, followed on their heels.

      Toby blinked, then leapt up from the seat and went after them.

      He was relieved to see them lined up along the window, gazing out at the houses and gardens sliding past. The tightness in his chest eased, and he cleared his throat of a lump that felt awfully like fear and waited until he saw the station approaching to gather the three and herd them back into the compartment. When they looked as if they were considering a protest, he warned, “We don’t know who might be on the platform, watching.”

      Comprehension lit their eyes—even Evelyn’s—and they resumed their seats without arguing. Even though said seats were beside the window on the other side of the carriage, as the train slowed and halted, the children remained seated and merely stared through the glass. As that side of the tracks was bordered by deserted fields, the concern that had gripped Toby faded further.

      Seconds later, Bryce suggested a game using a pack of cards they’d brought along, and the three settled to play.

      After exchanging a relieved look with Diana, Toby rose and left the compartment. He closed the door firmly behind him, then walked to the end of the corridor and claimed a position that allowed him a good view of the platform through the now-open carriage door while leaving him largely invisible to those outside.

      The rush of passengers leaving the train gradually slowed, then the tide reversed as passengers waiting to join the train were allowed to board. Toby studied the crowd streaming out of the waiting room and also those coming directly onto the platform, but saw no one he would rather not.

      The stream of incoming passengers slowed to a trickle, then ceased altogether. This was the last halt before Cuneo, and when the stationmaster and his helpers started to close the platform’s gates, Toby felt relief slide through him.

      He started back to their compartment and had just opened the door when the heavy clank of steel wheels came from immediately behind the train.

      A solid impact at the train’s rear sent him staggering into the compartment.

      He regained his balance and whirled around, even as he recognized the grating, clanging, and clunking for what it was. He glanced at Diana, then at the now-wide-eyed children. “They’ve added another carriage to the rear of the train.”

      “Oh,” Roland said, and the children obviously calmed.

      Toby didn’t; he didn’t appreciate the new situation. That potentially, they might have pursuers ahead of them on the train and also behind them didn’t sit well at all.

      Yet when he’d booked their tickets at Arona, he’d been assured this carriage would be the rearmost passenger carriage on the train.

      He was debating whether to find a conductor and ask about moving carriages so as to be at the rear again when Bryce, who with Roland and Evelyn was kneeling on the seat and staring out of the windows across the corridor to the platform, suddenly pointed. “Look! Animals!”

      Toby turned and saw a procession of farm animals being led, presumably by their owners, through a secondary gate onto the platform and toward the carriage behind theirs.

      The rearmost passenger carriage on the train. The station master at Arona hadn’t steered him wrongly. Theirs was, indeed, the rearmost carriage for passengers, and with relief seeping through him, Toby accepted that there was little threat in having a farmyard of animals at their backs.

      Except that the animal carriage cut off their easiest escape route.

      Re-evaluating their options, he glanced at the others. “Wait here while I check what’s going on.”

      He stepped out of the compartment, closed the door, and walked to the end of the carriage. Through the still-open door to the platform, he could see the line of animals forming up, waiting to be allowed on board. There were sheep, goats, three pigs, two calves, and baskets of geese, ducks, and chickens, and their handlers, many grizzled farmers accompanied by their wives and, in some cases, younger folk, were dressed in neat, going-to-market wear.

      Toby moved to the door at the end of the corridor, which, instead of opening to the tracks behind the train, could now be used to enter the newly added carriage. He didn’t open the door but looked through the window in it and through the matching window in the door of the new carriage and confirmed that the carriage that had been added was, indeed, a livestock carriage, with bare wooden benches for the accompanying humans.

      While he wasn’t delighted by the change, it was unlikely to pose any direct danger.

      He returned to their compartment, opened the door, and paused as everyone inside looked at him questioningly. He smiled reassuringly. “As I’m not fond of goats, we won’t be moving compartments.”

      “Can we see?” Bryce asked.

      “Please,” Roland pleaded.

      Naturally, Evelyn and Rupert the Bear wanted to come, too.

      After exchanging a resigned look with Diana, who appeared to be amused, Toby stepped back into the corridor, and the children eagerly filed out. He ushered them to the door at the end, and the boys peered through the glass panes at the animals that were now boarding and settling into their places.

      Evelyn wasn’t tall enough to see through the windows, so Toby picked her up and held her so that she—and Rupert—could see over her brothers’ heads.

      The trio were happily engaged in pointing out this animal and that when Diana came to stand beside Toby. She, too, peered through the glass, then straightened and caught his eye. “How many hours to Cuneo?”

      He waggled his head. “Between three and four. It’s a straight run, no stops.” He nodded toward the animals. “These must be on their way to the market there.”

      Diana patted his arm. “Well, if the children get bored, this might be a useful distraction.”

      He huffed. “I suppose there’s that.”

      Raised voices from outside the livestock carriage reached them, then a door shut, and the train whistle blasted a short first warning.

      “We’d better get back.” Toby herded the children in Diana’s wake, and they returned to their compartment.

      As he set Evelyn on her feet, he noticed the door to the platform was still open. With his family safely in the compartment, he returned to the carriage door to check the platform one last time.

      Looking out, he confirmed that the platform gates—both the one for passengers and the larger one the animals and their owners had used—were closed and latched. The train’s whistle blew again, this time a long screech, and the conductor started striding up the train from the rear, closing the carriage doors as he passed.

      With the door to their carriage slammed shut, Toby made for their compartment only to have a flash of topaz drag his eye to where, just behind the passenger gate, a well-dressed man and a lady in a topaz-colored coat and hat were remonstrating with the stationmaster.

      Toby halted and stared in disbelief as the stationmaster flung his hands in the air, then opened the gate to allow Heinrik and Eva to rush through. They ran to the nearest carriage, somewhere in the middle of the train.

      Under his breath, Toby swore, but even as he registered the distant slam of a carriage door, presumably behind Heinrik and Eva, his gaze alighted on two black-coated figures striding up to where the stationmaster was resecuring the passenger gate.

      The harried stationmaster tried to deny them, but Jager didn’t pause. He pushed past the man, swung open the gate, and with long strides, crossed the platform to the train. Koch trotted after Jager.

      Horrified, Toby strained his ears and, sure enough, heard another carriage door shut. In virtually the same instant, the train jerked into motion, swaying as it rapidly gathered speed.

      Toby swore even more virulently.

      Grim-faced, he continued to their compartment, opened the door, and stepped inside, then shut the door and dropped onto the seat.

      For a long moment, he stared at nothing as increasingly scarifying scenarios scrolled through his mind.

      Luckily, the children had started another game, and Helga was knitting; none of them noticed the change in his demeanor.

      Diana did. After confirming that the children were absorbed, she looked at Toby and, in a very quiet voice, asked, “Who has turned up?”

      That was the only reason he would look so worried.

      He met her gaze, hesitated, then murmured back, “All four. Heinrik and Eva, and Jager and Koch.” His eyes narrowed, and he added, “I’m not sure that Heinrik and Eva know the Prussians are on board.”

      After a moment of frowning at nothing, he shook his head. “I don’t know what’s going on, but neither group could have been following us. No one in Torino could have known we’re on this train.” He paused, then continued, “The only explanation is that Heinrik and Eva are still casting about, trying to pick up our trail, and the Prussians are still following Heinrik and Eva.”

      Diana grimaced. “So it’s pure bad luck they’ve crossed our path again.”

      “Regardless, they’re here on the train.” Toby looked along the corridor toward the middle of the train. “We’ll have maybe half an hour before Heinrik and Eva decide they should check on the other passengers, just in case.”

      “You said it’s a nonstop run to Cuneo,” Diana said. “So there’s no chance of us getting off the train, even if we could slip out without anyone noticing, as we did at Bergamo.”

      “Getting off before Cuneo isn’t an option.”

      She glanced at the children and discovered that, at some point, they’d become aware of the change in the atmosphere. Of the scent of impending danger. Eyes wide, they were staring at her and Toby as if waiting for them to come up with a plan to save them all.

      The absolute trust and unwavering confidence in their expressions was touching, humbling, and also scarifying.

      Toby had followed her gaze and was noting that, too.

      “Well.” She slapped her hands on her knees and sat straighter. “We can’t simply sit here, waiting to be discovered.” When Toby glanced at her, puzzled but also hopeful, she asked, “Just how deeply antagonistic toward goats are you?”

      He blinked at her, then frowned. “What about the goats?”

      She explained her idea, and predictably, the children eagerly seconded the notion. And while Toby was much less enthusiastic, as he had no alternative plan to offer, they collected their luggage and, with Helga carrying an interested Bruno firmly under one arm, walked down the corridor, opened the connecting door, and filed into the livestock carriage.

      Diana ushered the boys and Helga ahead of her, then, holding Evelyn’s hand, followed.

      Toby, bringing up the rear, closed the connecting door behind their little band and, beneath his breath, muttered, “I suppose it’s better than waiting like birds in a cage to be found.”

      If Diana heard, she gave no sign, apparently absorbed in greeting and charming the farmers and their wives. In that, she was greatly assisted by the children, all of whom now had sufficient command of Italian to engage at a superficial level.

      Resigned to his fate, Toby stepped in to give a more detailed explanation for their unexpected appearance among the livestock. His concocted tale of them having boarded the train at the last minute and finding their compartment already taken by another family wouldn’t stand up to investigation, but it gained them ready sympathy, and they were welcomed without reservation.

      He was grateful that, between the boys and Helga, they managed to dissuade Bruno from investigating the livestock, which gained them extra approval from the farmers.

      The children’s transparent interest in the animals only further bolstered their standing, and between Diana and several helpful farmwives, space was found for them on the wooden benches in a far corner of the carriage.

      As they settled on the benches and found places to stow their bags and cases, Toby noted that, once they sat, they wouldn’t be visible from the other end of the carriage. Even if someone opened the connecting door and came in—and he judged the likelihood of that as low; although not overpowering, the smell rising from the animals was pervasive—he and his little company were screened by the other occupants and also by the partitions that separated the various groups of animals.

      All in all, Diana’s idea had gained them a reasonable temporary refuge.

      When she glanced at him, her brows rising as if to ask if he was satisfied, he tipped his head her way. “This will do.”

      She smiled, then turned to rescue her bonnet from the attentions of a floppy-eared goat.

      After repelling the goat and his two friends, Diana took note of the children’s delight as they examined the animals nearest them—the goats, three cages of colorful chickens, and five young lambs.

      Having been deprived of the ribbons on her bonnet, the goats had noticed Toby and were eyeing him with rather pointed interest. In return, he appeared to be doing his best to ignore them.

      Her lips curving, she nudged his shoulder. “I believe you have a story about goats to share.”

      He threw her an exasperated look, but the children had heard and demanded to be told all.

      Their entreaties drew a heavy sigh from Toby, then he embarked on a long and involved story about his adventures when helping his cousin corral a herd of goats that had invaded a hop field.

      Captured by the cadence of his storytelling voice, the five other children who had been traveling with their farmer parents crept closer.

      Noting their interest, Toby paused in his telling to recap from the start in Italian, then continued with the tale, describing each action initially in English, then switching to Italian.

      Soon, it wasn’t only the children listening, enthralled, and judging by the universal laughter that greeted the triumphant end of his story, Toby had succeeded in entertaining everyone in the carriage.

      Several farmers had questions about goats and hops and, Diana thought, about the goats in England.

      Feeling even more pleased with the outcome of her strategy, she leant against the wooden panel at her back, and when, with the farmers’ curiosities finally satisfied, Toby leant back beside her, she caught his eye and let her appreciation of his performance show.

      Almost reluctantly, he smiled back. “At least those damned goats have proved useful for something.”
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon was fading into evening when the train pulled into Cuneo station. As that was the end of the line, there was no frenetic rush to disembark before the train rolled on. People took their time gathering their luggage and descending to the platform and, in leisurely fashion, making their way through the gate.

      Toby was relieved and a little amazed that they’d reached Cuneo without attracting the notice of either Heinrik or the Prussians. He was further reassured to learn that, as when boarding at Torino, those in the livestock carriage were expected to remain aboard until all the other passengers had disembarked and left the station.

      “So that we do not discommode them, you see,” one of the farmers’ wives explained.

      After his tale of woe with goats had so convincingly broken the ice, he’d relaxed and, courtesy of his customary easygoing nature, had made several new friends. In that, he’d been ably assisted by the children, and by the time they’d reached Cuneo, the entire human contingent in the livestock carriage had become firm supporters.

      Along with everyone else, Toby remained seated and, safely screened by those on the platform side of the carriage, kept watch on the travelers leaving the train. Heinrik and Eva were among the first to pass through the gate, their movements unhurried but purposeful, as if they knew where they were going. In contrast, the Prussians appeared furtive and careful as they left the station fifty or so yards behind Heinrik and Eva.

      The sight made Toby narrow his eyes. It seemed clear that the Prussians were still following Heinrik and Eva, and Toby wasn’t at all certain that Heinrik was aware of that.

      The traitor at the Austrian headquarters might still be active.

      Diana jogged his arm and murmured, “What of our pursuers?”

      He explained what he’d seen. “They weren’t looking for us.” He was quite sure of that. “I suspect they hope they’re ahead of us and we haven’t yet made it as far as Cuneo.” He met Diana’s eyes. “Heinrik must have guessed—as I’d rather expected him to—and gone to Genoa.” He grimaced. “I’d thought he would have realized more quickly that we hadn’t gone that way, but it seems that he did eventually, and so he’s come here, knowing that Marseille is the next most obvious port for us to make for in order to board an English ship.”

      He thought, then ruefully shook his head. “Given how long he’s taken, he must have gone all the way to Genoa, to the docks, and asked around before learning what I assumed he would have more quickly realized, namely that, in the circumstances, Marseille is the obvious port for us to make for.”

      She frowned. “Why? You originally thought of going to Genoa yourself.”

      “Only fleetingly, because to board a British ship at Genoa, we’d almost certainly have to wait days for a suitable vessel to come in, while British ships are in and out of Marseille every day. I thought Heinrik would have known that and realized more quickly, then gone to Marseille and not found us there, after which he would have rushed north.”

      “Ah. So Heinrik and Eva—and therefore the Prussians who are following them—are now working on the assumption that we’re going to be heading to Marseille?”

      “Most likely. But what they don’t know is that we’ve arrived in Cuneo. Their first move will be to ask around in the town—it’s not that big—to find out if we’ve been seen, but from the lack of urgency Heinrik and Eva displayed, I strongly suspect Heinrik believes, correctly, that we went to ground somewhere, and he’s assumed they’re now ahead of us. He’s not expecting us to be here, essentially arriving with him.”

      “So what now?”

      He met her eyes. “Now, we’re not going to stop in town but move on with all speed.”

      He thought for a moment, then turned to their new friends and explained their need to leave for France immediately on quitting the station.

      The upshot was that they remained with the farmers and their beasts until the stationmaster came to open the livestock-carriage door and allow the farmers and their animals to exit the carriage and the station in an orderly fashion.

      By then, all the other passengers had left the station and, other than the inevitable noise made by their company, the area was largely quiet.

      Toby and the children helped the farmers and their wives and children disembark and herd their animals off the platform and through the station concourse. As a noisy clucking, mooing, baying, and baaing group, they emerged onto an oval-shaped grassed plaza. Diana, Helga, and Bruno, who was finally allowed to walk on his own four legs, followed with the farmwives as the company, animals and all, made their way across the plaza toward the road that led into the town.

      On the pavement on the other side of the plaza, the company paused, and two of the farmers pointed to a large stable two buildings to the left.

      “That is our cousin’s establishment,” one of the farmers said. “Come, we will introduce you.”

      His brother nodded encouragingly. “He is sure to have a carriage you can hire.”

      The entire band headed for the stable and halted outside the massive double doors, presently open to the mild evening air.

      Diana, the children, and Helga halted at the entrance and made their farewells. Toby thanked and saluted the farmers’ wives and the other farmers, all of whom had vouched for this stable as being the best for Toby’s needs, then he went with the pair who had volunteered to introduce him to the stable master.

      Toby knew exactly what he wanted and, within minutes, had ascertained that the farmers had steered him aright. Indeed, the stable master looked pleased to be dealing with someone who understood horses.

      After both Toby and the stable master had thanked the pair who had introduced them, the farmers left them to their negotiating and went to collect their animals and their families and, with the rest of the company, go on into the town.

      Fifteen minutes later, Toby drove a fast, well-sprung carriage—big enough to hold four adults comfortably, with excellent forward lamps and four powerful horses between the shafts—out onto the stable forecourt.

      He left the stable master looking pleased and counting the liras Toby had handed him.

      When he halted the carriage beside his family, Diana and the children stared, but at his urging, they quickly loaded their luggage, he strapped the excess to the roof, and within half an hour of leaving the station, he dropped onto the box seat, picked up the reins, and with a tip of the whip to the stable master, drove out onto the road and turned the horses’ heads for Marseille.
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      With unrelenting focus, Toby drove south through the evening and into the deepening night.

      Unsurprisingly, there were few other coaches on the road; few drivers were as confident in their abilities as he. Nevertheless, given the road zigged and zagged as it climbed steadily into the mountains along the French-Italian border, there was a limit to how fast he could go; even in broad daylight, this wasn’t a road for the fainthearted.

      The moon was nearly full, a blessing for which he gave due thanks. The silver light glinted off the pale gravel of the road—in truth little better than a track—making picking out their way easier and allowing him to keep to a decent pace. Regardless, it was late by the time they crossed the border, marked by a stone cairn, and rolled into France.

      From the lack of sound within the carriage, he’d assumed the children had nodded off, but now, it seemed their empty stomachs had roused them. Grumblings about being hungry reached him, and resigned, he slowed as they rolled into the tiny village of Tende.

      He turned the horses onto the gravel in the yard before a small auberge, and the instant the carriage halted, the children spilled out, plainly eager to follow the scent of food emanating from the building.

      Two youths came running to take the horses. Toby handed over the reins, told the lads he would return and give orders shortly, and assuming he would need to interpret, hurried to catch up with Diana, Helga, and the children.

      But Diana paused in the auberge’s doorway, smiled faintly, and waved him back. “Go. Tend to the horses. I speak quite decent French.”

      Relieved, he returned to the task of assessing the horses’ needs. Despite the climb, courtesy of the slow going and having four rather than two pulling a relatively lightly built carriage, they needed nothing more than a rest and some feed and water before being ready to carry on.

      Reassured, he gave the lads appropriate orders, then went into the auberge. In the low-ceilinged main room—dining room and taproom combined—he was unsurprised to discover that Diana had, indeed, managed all, and despite the late hour, between her and the children, they’d charmed the innkeeper and his wife into providing them with a hearty meal.

      He joined his family at the large table to one side of the fireplace, claiming the empty seat beside Diana. There were four local men, grizzled and ancient, sharing a decanter of wine at another table, but other than exchanging polite nods, they made no attempt to engage.

      The food arrived—a thick, steaming cassoulet loaded with beans and smoked meats, accompanied by crusty bread—and the children fell on the fare like starved wolves, except with faintly better manners.

      The sight made Toby smile, then he took his first mouthful of the stew and nearly closed his eyes and groaned. The children’s enthusiasm was understandable; the cassoulet was truly delicious.

      Under cover of the distraction of the meal, Diana glanced at Toby and murmured, “Are you intending to drive through the night?” Few would attempt it, especially on these roads, but she sensed he was determined to push on.

      As she’d expected, he nodded, then swallowed and quietly said, “We’re ahead of them, and no matter what they’ve planned, they won’t leave Cuneo until morning and, if our luck holds, not until the day is reasonably advanced.” His features hardened. “However, once they start down this road, they’ll pick up our trail, realize that we are, in fact, just ahead of them, and they’ll rush to catch up.”

      He met her gaze. “Tonight, right now, we have a window of opportunity, and it’s imperative that we seize it and get as far ahead of them as possible.” He looked down at his bowl, then went on, “They’ll be able to travel faster than we can. We need to use tonight to get far enough ahead to outrun them all the way to Marseille.”

      “Ah. I see.” They couldn’t race as fast as their pursuers because of the children. She nodded. “If you’re confident you can manage the roads…”

      His grin was swift and assured. “Trust me. My skill is not an issue.”

      “Well, then.” She hid an answering smile; his confidence was, indeed, reassuring. “As soon as we’re finished here, we’ll head on.”

      He nodded and applied himself to his meal, and she did the same.

      They were cleaning their bowls when he murmured, “We do have one decision to make.”

      “Oh?”

      “There’s a fork in the road a little way ahead. The shorter but much more winding and therefore considerably slower road cuts through the mountains, more or less in a direct line to Nice. The longer but likely faster way to reach Nice is to take the road directly south to the coast, to Menton, and follow the coast westward from there. The coastal road is much better surfaced, and the going will be significantly faster.”

      She weighed those options, including the aspects he hadn’t mentioned, then asked, “Are there villages along the mountain road?”

      He wrinkled his nose. “Not really. A few hamlets at best.”

      So nowhere for a traveler to rest his weary head. “But there are villages along the road through Menton.”

      “Once we near the coast and all along the coast itself, there are villages aplenty.”

      “In that case, I suggest we go via Menton.” She caught his gaze. “You’re going to have to stop and get at least a few hours’ sleep at some point.”

      Toby held her gaze, then grimaced and tipped his head in acknowledgment. If his aim was to get them all safely to Marseille and on board a British ship, he would have to rest for at least a little while somewhere along the way. He pushed away his empty bowl. “The Menton road it is, then.”

      The children had already finished, and Bruno insisted on bringing into the carriage the remainder of the bone the innkeeper’s wife had given him.

      The stable lads had done well with the horses; Toby tipped them generously, then saw his family settled within the carriage.

      In short order, he was on the box and tooling the carriage back onto the road, into the increasingly dark night.
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        * * *

      

      Diana had dozed off. She woke as the constant rocking of the coach eased as the horses slowed from their until-then reckless pace.

      She looked out of the window at a scene bathed in moonlight and was just in time to see a signpost slip past, proclaiming that they were entering Menton. She’d barely taken that in when the horses slowed even more, and the coach turned and rolled beneath the arch of a neat, whitewashed auberge.

      When the coach halted and the clatter of the horses’ hooves ceased, she heard the lapping of waves somewhere in the distance.

      The others started to sleepily stir. She glanced at them, then opened the door and climbed out, jumping down to the gravel of the auberge’s yard.

      Despite the hour—it had to be nearing two in the morning—two young lads, knuckling sleep from their eyes, came stumbling from the barn tucked around the auberge’s corner.

      Toby dropped from the box seat, landing somewhat unsteadily. He straightened, stretched, then murmured, “We need to give the horses at least a few hours’ rest.”

      She shot him an assessing glance, then evenly said, “You take care of the horses. I’ll organize everything else.” And that includes you, she thought, but didn’t say.

      She turned and helped the children and Helga, holding Bruno, to the ground. Under her direction, everyone gathered their smaller pieces of luggage and, leaving Toby’s bags for him to pick up once he was finished arranging for the horses’ care, Diana led their company to the auberge’s door.

      She assumed they would have to wake the household, who wouldn’t be thrilled to receive them at that hour, but no; as they neared the door, it opened.

      The older couple who appeared in the doorway welcomed them with genuine warmth. Lamps were lit, their bags handed to more sleepy lads, and Diana’s declaration that they hoped to remain and sleep for the rest of the night was received with nothing less than delight.

      She, the children, and Helga, and even Bruno, were swept upstairs to comfortable chambers. Warm water was delivered by two maids, and soon, Diana saw the children snuggling into beds, their eyes closing the instant their heads met the down-filled pillows. Helga would share a room with Evelyn, and Bruno would remain with them. The boys were already asleep in the two beds in the room next door.

      Satisfied, Diana went into the room assigned to her, checked that her bags were there, then returned downstairs. From what she’d gathered from the auberge owners’ chatter, they were accustomed to those like Toby dropping in at all hours, and as had been the case elsewhere, Toby was something of a favorite. Given this was a place he and his compatriots favored when engaged in clandestine flights, she assumed that meant it was safe. Or at least as safe as such a place could be.

      She found him in the main room, addressing a platter of bread, cured meats, cheeses, and olives. Reassured, she slid onto the bench opposite him.

      Munching, he looked at her and arched a brow.

      “They’re all asleep,” she informed him.

      He swallowed. “Good. You should get what sleep you can as well. We’ll need to start out at first light. I’ll keep watch until then.”

      “No.”

      He blinked, then looked at her.

      “I have a better idea.” She put determination behind her words. “You go upstairs and stretch out on the bed in the room our hosts have prepared. Meanwhile, I’ll keep watch, and I’ll wake you if any of our pursuers turn up. Given the situation and that they can’t fly, even you must acknowledge that it’s virtually impossible for them to arrive here within the next ten hours.”

      They’d endured a stressful, constantly demanding day, and then he’d driven a coach-and-four over mountainous roads—at night. The concentration that must have required would have drained him even more. Little wonder that on arriving there, he’d been all but swaying on his feet.

      When he opened his mouth, no doubt on a protest, she stated, “If you’re to take advantage of the smoother road from here to Nice and drive us there with all possible speed, then there’s no sense in you being the one staying up to watch for a pursuit that’s unlikely to appear. To serve our mutual interests best, when tomorrow dawns, it’s you who needs to be well rested, not me.”

      He frowned, then swallowed the last of the bread and cheese and said, “We can’t afford to waste ten hours.”

      “We won’t.” She waved him to his feet, and almost like a puppet, he obediently rose; he really had to be worn to the bone. She took his arm and steered him toward the stairs. “You go up and sleep. I’ll keep watch, and I promise to wake you at the appropriate time.”

      Although frowning faintly, he seemed to accept that and, with a nod of reluctant acquiescence, gripped the banister and started up the stairs.

      “They told me they’ve given you your usual room,” she said, and he nodded wearily again.

      She let him go, but remained at the bottom of the stairs, watching him climb to the corridor above.

      He vanished into the shadows, then she heard a door softly shut.

      She turned and surveyed the room, then crossed to a comfortable armchair by the hearth. As she sank onto the cushions, she inwardly shook her head. That he’d accepted without quibble her promise to wake him “at the appropriate time” was incontrovertible proof that he was, indeed, worn to the bone.
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        * * *

      

      Toby woke feeling surprisingly refreshed. He stretched, then glanced at the curtained window and realized that, outside, the sun was shining brightly.

      “Damn!” He swung his legs from beneath the covers, sat up, and ran his hands over his face.

      Diana had promised to wake him… at the appropriate time.

      Lowering his hands, he stared across the room. “Huh.” She’d tricked him.

      Unsure how he felt about that, he pushed the point aside, rose, and went to the washstand.

      By the time he was heading downstairs, his repacked bags in his hands, he was ready to admit that he was in much better case to face the long drive to Marseille.

      He saw the rest of his family gathered about a well-stocked breakfast table. He set his bags with the others piled by the door and went to join them.

      The children hailed him with bright smiles. Helga, too, smiled and nodded, and Bruno came to greet him and lick his hand before returning to his spot beneath the table.

      For her part, Diana regarded him assessingly. “Good morning.”

      He slid onto the bench beside her and returned the greeting with a nod and a noncommittal sound. He piled his plate with the sausages and ham that were always excellent in that region, then under cover of the children’s chatter, complained, “I wanted to leave at first light.”

      She turned her head, caught his gaze, and narrowed her eyes ominously. “The boys and I walked out earlier and saw the road you intend to take—the corniche, as they call it. Consider me appropriately horrified that you even imagined driving a coach-and-four along that road, at pace, in anything less than broad daylight.”

      Her tone had risen enough to make him wary—enough to make him think.

      The notion that she might be justified in taking him to task for what, in truth, would have been reckless behavior forced him to swallow his instinctive retort.

      When he didn’t say anything, she glared at him, then looked away.

      Battling unexpected amusement, after a moment, he murmured, “You remind me of my sister Pru.”

      “Indeed?”

      “Hmm. She, too, has very… decided views regarding male notions of invincibility.”

      After a moment, she said, “I believe your sister and I will get along famously—she sounds like a sensible woman.”

      Toby swallowed a laugh and was frankly amazed that he felt so lighthearted. Yet he did.

      Diana glanced at his half-cleared plate, then rose. “Stay, eat”—she gathered the rest of their party with a glance—“and by the time you’re finished, we’ll have the coach loaded and the horses between the shafts, and all you’ll have to do is drive off.”

      He wasn’t sure that was wise—at least not regarding the horses and the luggage distribution—but neither she nor the others waited for him to agree. They rose, the children cheered, and everyone hurried out, leaving him to his very welcome breakfast.

      By the time he finished, paid and thanked the Leclercs for their always reliable hospitality, and headed for the door, he did, indeed, feel much more up to the task of driving the coach to Marseille as fast as the horses could go.

      As promised, the carriage was ready, the horses shifting between the shafts, clearly eager to run. The others saw him coming and, after calling farewells to the lads, whom they’d apparently befriended, piled into the coach.

      Diana shut the door on the children and Helga and walked to wait by the steps to the box.

      When he arched his brows at her, she stated, “Over this stage, I’ve decided I would prefer to ride up top with you.”

      He wasn’t averse to having her beside him as they raced along the picturesque coast. Accepting her decision with an inclination of his head, he reached for her hand and helped her climb up.

      Once she was settled, he thanked the stable lads—the Leclercs’ sons—and tipped them well, then climbed up to sit beside Diana. After looping the reins in his hands, he released the brake and guided the horses out of the yard and back onto the road.

      Soon, they were pacing briskly along the corniche, with the sea far below on one side and the cliffs rising on the other.

      From inside the coach came sounds of the children excitedly exclaiming over the waves and the seabirds soaring along the cliffs. Occasionally, a curious bird would hover level with the coach’s windows for a time before peeling away to plunge and swoop over the waves and the glittering sea. Toby breathed deeply and saw Diana do the same. With one hand anchoring her bonnet against the rushing breeze, she tipped her head up to the morning sun, and fleetingly, he drank in her features.

      Then he refocused on the road ahead, unspooling before them as they raced to Nice, their first halt on the road to Marseille.
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        * * *

      

      Toby drove into the streets of Marseille at a brisk but restrained clip. The last thing he wished to do at this point was attract attention; the fewer people who noticed them passing, the better.

      At Nice, he’d exchanged both horses and coach for a more lightly sprung and faster carriage and four horses less powerful but more suited to running on the straighter, flatter road between Nice and Marseille.

      Diana was looking about. She turned to stare at a distant tower as the bells within it pealed. “Five o’clock!” She glanced at him. “I didn’t think we’d reach here this early.”

      “Neither did I.” They’d made excellent time. He steered the horses to a spot from where they could get a clear view of the ships berthed at the docks lining the edge of the low-lying basin below. He halted the horses, and he and Diana—and no doubt those inside the carriage—looked over the roofs of Marseille to the bay beyond, studded with masts and the bobbing hulls of countless merchant vessels.

      He pointed. “Those are the docks where the British ships come in.”

      He scanned the vessels tied up to the long line of wharves, then softly swore.

      Her hand shading her eyes, Diana confirmed, “I can’t see any British flag. Every other country, it seems, but not ours.”

      “No. So we won’t be heading directly to the docks.” He’d hoped they could have, that it would have been a simple matter of driving there, unloading, and walking straight up a gangplank to safety. Instead…

      His lips tightening, he raised his gaze and searched among the ships waiting farther out for their time to berth, unload, and load up again. With considerable relief, he saw three British vessels in the waiting pool. He pointed them out to Diana. “Any one of those three will do.” All were merchantmen and could be counted on to render aid to any of Winchelsea’s agents.

      Straightening, he added, “And if necessary, we can always change ships at Gibraltar.”

      Diana glanced at him. “Because the faster we get off French soil, the better?”

      He nodded and flicked the reins, setting the horses walking again. “As far as I know, the French have yet to become embroiled in this mission, and I would much prefer to keep it that way. Having the Austrians and the Prussians to avoid is bad enough. Having to slip past the local authorities as well would make our escape significantly more difficult.”

      He drove slowly, hoping to project the image of weary travelers whose only interest was finding a suitable inn. As he was confident that, wherever their pursuers were, they weren’t yet in Marseille, he drove directly to the Rue Tapis Vert and the ancient inn of the same name.

      After angling the horses through the tight entrance, he drew them to a halt on the packed dirt of the yard.

      The ostler who walked out of the stable recognized him and beamed and raised a hand in greeting.

      As the man, Jacques, hurried up to take charge of the horses, Toby explained to Diana, “This inn is owned by the Martins. Despite appearances, they and their family are as English as you or I, but they’ve been here for so long, most of the locals have forgotten.”

      “That must be handy for you and Winchelsea’s men.”

      “Very. Having a place this close to the docks where we can wait in assured safety is a boon.”

      After Toby climbed down, greeted the ostler with ready charm, and handed over the reins, he helped Diana to the ground, at which point the owners and several others who proved to be their offspring poured out of the inn, and the next minutes went in joyous greetings and rapid introductions.

      To Diana’s distinct amusement, once again, Toby was embraced like a long-lost son by the owners and their family. Assisted by two strapping daughters, she helped the children and Helga and Bruno from the carriage. With many hands offering assistance, the carriage was soon emptied of people and luggage, and they were all swept into the inn.

      Amid all the bustle, Diana noted that the inn wife had blithely assumed and rather deliberately labeled the rest of them as “Toby’s family,” and despite being aware of it, he made no move to correct or even amend that view.

      Eager to help, various Martins urged them up the stairs and steered them to neat, comfortable rooms. Their bags and cases were brought up and sorted. While Diana fell in with the expectation that they would all want to be shown to their rooms to wash and rest before dinner, she noticed that Toby remained downstairs, drawing the owners aside and conferring over something.

      When eventually, trailed by the others, also curious, she returned downstairs, she found Toby in the inn’s main room. He was sitting on a bench, idly sipping from an ale cup, but on seeing them, he set aside the cup, pushed to his feet, and came to meet them.

      He smiled at the children, crouched and patted Bruno, then straightened and asked after everyone’s rooms and listened to Evelyn rattle off Rupert’s thoughts on his latest bed. Then, still smiling, he glanced at Diana. “I’m going to head to the docks to arrange our passage.” He looked at the others. “Until I get back, I would be grateful if you all remained inside the inn.”

      “Can Helga and I go and see the kitchen?” Evelyn asked.

      The boys promptly chorused, “We’ll go, too.”

      Seeing the hope of some form of treat shining in the boys’ eyes, Toby grinned. “As long as Madame Martin says it’s all right, you can go and help her. Just as long as you remember⁠—”

      “To stay inside!” the children chorused.

      He laughed and released them with a nod, then watched them race toward the kitchen. Helga placidly followed, pausing only to tie Bruno’s lead to a table leg close by the kitchen door.

      Briefly, Toby met Diana’s eyes, then, still grinning, turned to the door.

      She followed him into the vestibule. “Are you going alone?” That struck her as potentially dangerous. If anything happened to him…

      He paused before the door and faced her. “Yes, alone.”

      When she frowned, he explained, “To secure passage for our party, I need to make contact with a sailor from one of the British ships waiting in the harbor. I have to do that in person—there is no other way.” He paused, then added, “I know that at this point, we’re ahead of our pursuers. I can’t see any way they could have reached Marseille yet. But my instincts say they won’t be far behind. Both Heinrik and Jager… Once they realize we left Cuneo just ahead of them and are making for Marseille, they’ll race all-out for the docks here, knowing that intercepting us before we board will be their last chance to get their hands on the dispatches.”

      She sighed. “I’d almost managed to forget that we had those wretched things with us and weren’t simply”—she gestured—“hurrying to get home.”

      His lips twisted in a reluctant grin. “There’s little value in dwelling on the danger. It’ll either find us or not.”

      Exasperated, she countered, “I don’t want it to find you while you’re out there alone.”

      The expression in her eyes made Toby feel ten feet tall. He found her hand with his and gently squeezed her fingers. “Don’t worry. Although I can’t see how they could have reached here yet, if I spot them, the last thing I’ll need is to be worrying over you or anyone else getting caught in the crossfire.”

      She stared at him. “That’s… not exactly comforting to know.”

      He stifled a laugh, then drew her to him, tipped up her chin, and lightly kissed her. He raised his head and looked into her eyes. “If anything happens to prevent me from returning this evening, I need to have confidence that you and the children will be safe and protected. The Martins know what to do, and if necessary, they’ll arrange safe passage for you and the others to England.” He held her gaze and quickly added, “But that’s just a fallback. Please stay here and watch over the others. Keep them safe, and don’t worry—I will be back.”

      Diana searched his eyes and read his commitment to what was virtually a vow and couldn’t find it in her to protest further. She sighed, then stretched up and swiftly kissed him again. “All right. But I’ll be waiting—we’ll all be waiting—when you get back.”

      He smiled at that, rakish and charming, then he opened the door and went.
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        * * *

      

      As Diana had predicted, she, Helga, the children, and Bruno were waiting, sitting about a table in the main room, when with night falling, Toby returned to the inn.

      At the sight of him, relief slid through her.

      One look at his smiling face and relaxed expression was enough to tell her that his quest had been successful.

      After halting by the table and greeting them all, he confirmed that they would leave later that night, close to midnight. To the children, he said, “It would be best if you, Helga, and Bruno go up and get what sleep you can. We’ll wake you when it’s time to go.”

      Given that they’d dined several hours ago and it was past their usual bedtime, the children were tired and readily agreed. As they trooped up the stairs with Helga and Bruno close behind, Diana observed, “I think it’s a case of anything to bring the exciting moment of boarding a ship closer.”

      Toby grinned.

      Regarding him, she added, “They were as concerned as I was, waiting for you to return.”

      He looked at her, then dipped his head. “I would be the same in their shoes.”

      Because he cared for them as they cared for him.

      She waved to a plate kept warm under an inverted dish. “Your dinner awaits.”

      “Thank God.” He slid onto the bench opposite her. “After skulking around the docks, I’m famished.”

      She waited until he’d swallowed several mouthfuls of the delicious fish stew and washed them down with a draught of the inn’s ale before asking, “How did it go?”

      Without reservation, Toby related how he’d been lucky enough to find the first mate from the Irish Rose, a British merchantman bringing in a cargo of English cloth for the local garment manufacturers. “I was hoping we could contact that ship. The master is Peter Duncan, and he and his crew are entirely trustworthy and very experienced in ferrying Winchelsea’s minions about.” He smiled reassuringly at Diana. “I’ve sailed with him before.”

      She looked faintly offended. “Minions? Is that what they call you?”

      His smile broadened. “That’s what we occasionally call ourselves. Drake’s minions. We’re all quite sure he sees us in that light, as henchmen he directs hither and yon to do his bidding.”

      When she scoffed, he inclined his head and admitted, “In our own way.”

      “Of that, I’m quite sure,” she replied. “But to return to the Irish Rose, why so late for us to board? We could have left straightaway.”

      “No, we couldn’t, because the Irish Rose is still standing off, but luckily for us, Duncan had already arranged for a late-night docking and unloading, so there won’t be anything unexpected about the Irish Rose coming in just before midnight. I say luckily, because if he hadn’t already arranged to have that time slot at the dock, it might have been tomorrow evening or later before he was granted leave by the harbormaster to dock.”

      When she looked puzzled, he explained, “This is always a busy harbor, and for the larger ships, the tides dictate when they can dock and unload. Because of that, nighttime docking and unloading is often done, and in this instance, that’s worked in our favor, allowing the Irish Rose to be there for us to board tonight, but only just before midnight. She’s due at the dock at half past eleven o’clock.”

      “Hmm.” Across the table, she met his eyes. “What are the chances of our pursuers catching up with us before we reach the deck of the Irish Rose?”

      They discussed the possibilities, and Toby was surprised by how easily and also by how far the barriers that he normally kept between himself and anyone else over any mission had fallen. As if some central core of him viewed Diana as being inside his innermost circle rather than as someone from whom he needed to maintain a certain distance.

      There was no distance between him and her, not on any level, and the realization was a trifle startling.

      But the change was real. So very real and definite to boot.

      Consequently, it felt entirely appropriate when they switched from their inconclusive suppositions regarding their pursuers and moved on to planning how to approach the dock at the most opportune time. “We need to get there a little before they finish reloading,” he said. “Ten minutes or so before they’re ready to pull in the gangplank and cast off again.”

      Transparently envisaging it, she asked, “How do you propose we get there?”

      A pertinent point, one they continued to explore—together, with both making suggestions—as the clocks ticked on.
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        * * *

      

      They woke the others at half past ten o’clock. By a quarter to eleven, they were downstairs with their bags and cases piled by the door, and all of them were alert and attentive.

      Tense.

      Toby inwardly acknowledged that as he stood beside Diana as, crouching so her face was on a similar level to the children’s, she explained to the trio what they were about to do and impressed on them the need to be as quiet as possible throughout.

      She paused, then straightened and stated the matter simply. “We’re trying to sneak up to the ship without attracting the notice of anyone who might be watching.”

      The children’s eyes were wide as they looked from Diana’s face to his.

      He wished he could reassure them with his usual glib confidence. He managed a smile. “Soon, we’ll be safe on board.”

      The observation brought him little relief, powerfully countered as it was by the knowledge, born of long experience, that during a mission, safety was an illusion until they stood on British soil.

      And even then.

      From the children’s expressions, they’d been infected by his tension. Diana certainly had, along with Helga. Both women were on guard and alert as they glanced his way.

      Obligingly, he stated the details Diana had omitted, namely that they would leave the inn in a carriage and be driven to the edge of the area behind the docks. “From there, we’ll walk to where the ship will be moored. By the time we reach the gangplank, the Irish Rose should be almost fully reloaded and ready to cast off the instant we whisk on board.”

      He and Diana had mentally walked every step, availing themselves of every possible precaution that might help them get their family to the ship undetected.

      He looked at each face turned his way. “Are we ready, then?”

      It transpired that Evelyn had to visit the water closet one last time, and Diana went with her. Helga seized the moment to give Bruno one last walk around the inn’s yard.

      With the boys, Toby transferred the luggage to the inn’s covered porch. Straightening, he glanced at the stable. “They’ll bring the coach out soon.”

      Roland looked in the same direction. “Once Evelyn and Mama return.”

      Toby glanced at the boy and, in his expression, saw no consciousness of what he’d just said.

      Remembering well enough what it was like to be that age, Toby paused, then crouched and beckoned both boys close. Through the dimness, he met their eyes. “I need you both to be on guard, and if anything happens to hold me back—for instance, if someone gets in my way—I want you two to help protect the women. Evelyn, Diana, and Helga. If anything happens, I need you two to keep them moving and get them on the ship.” He looked from one serious face to the other. “All right?”

      Solemnly, both boys nodded.

      Toby nodded in acknowledgment and rose. If something did happen, his instructions would give the boys something to do—some way to act and contribute that, he hoped, would keep them out of any more dangerous engagement.

      The inn’s door opened, and Evelyn, as usual clutching Rupert the Bear, emerged, followed by Diana.

      They’d already said their goodbyes to the Martins. Toby raised his hand in a signal to the stable, and seconds later, an old and entirely unremarkable carriage rolled out and halted before them.

      Between Toby and the boys, they loaded their bags and cases into the carriage. Helga returned with Bruno, and both clambered inside. The boys followed. Toby lifted Evelyn in, then gave his hand to Diana and steadied her up the steps.

      A distant bell tolled, marking the hour—eleven o’clock.

      Throughout, Toby had been scanning the street beyond the yard’s entrance, but there was no one around to see them leaving. Looking up, he nodded to the coachman. “You know where to stop.”

      The Martins’ eldest son, his face obscured by a woolen scarf and a hat pulled low on his forehead, saluted and lifted the reins.

      Toby climbed into the carriage, sat, and shut the door, and the carriage rolled forward, then rocked onto the cobbled street.

      Diana was seated beside him. He felt her gaze trace his face, then she leant lightly against him and murmured, “We’ve done the best we can.”

      But will it be enough?

      He didn’t know. Couldn’t know.

      Wrapped in shadows, he leant back against the seat and watched the streetscapes scroll past as he and his family rattled off on the penultimate and potentially most dangerous leg of their long and protracted flight to safety.
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      The coach halted several blocks away from the wharf where the Irish Rose would be mooring. Toby’s chosen drop-off point lay in a residential neighborhood that was filled with fishermen’s and stevedores’ cottages. The area backed onto the higgledy-piggledy conglomeration of warehouses that clustered around the docks.

      As quietly as they could, they descended from the carriage and retrieved their bags, then the Martins’ son tipped his whip to them and drove away.

      After looking around and exchanging glances, using hand signals, Toby encouraged the group to hoist their bags. As arranged, the company formed up with him in the lead, followed by Diana and Evelyn, then Roland and Bryce, with Helga and Bruno bringing up the rear. Toby was counting on Bruno raising the alarm should anyone try to creep up behind them.

      After running his eye over the group, Toby nodded in approval, then turned and led the way into the maze of deeply shadowed alleys.

      Soon, they were walking down dark canyons between towering warehouses. Although the moon was full, it was screened by a bank of thick clouds that had rolled in with the evening.

      He knew the area well enough to be sure of his direction. As they moved through the night toward the susurration of waves rising from the harbor, a miasma of aromas assaulted their senses—spices, tar, fish, and dozens of others less easy to identify. The occasional skittering of claws suggested that other denizens of the night were willing to give them a wide berth. Toby hoped Bruno defied his terrier heritage sufficiently well not to bark at the rats.

      At one point, he heard a small growl, but Helga whispered sharply, and silence reigned once more.

      They walked steadily on at a pace that Toby felt confident the children could manage. He strained his ears and all his senses, but caught no hint that there was anyone else moving furtively among the buildings.

      That would change as they drew nearer to the docks and the constant activity around the berthed ships.

      The route he’d chosen through the labyrinth of paths that wended around and between the warehouses would keep them well away from all areas of activity until they were making their final approach to the dock where the Irish Rose would be waiting. Fortuitously, a long alley about two yards wide ran perpendicular to the dock at that point, leading directly to the wharf alongside the Irish Rose. Created by the space between two very long warehouses and with no intersections along its length, that alley would take them more or less directly to the bottom of the Irish Rose’s gangplank.

      Once they stepped into that alley, no one could come at them from the sides, nor could they be seen—not until they stepped out onto the well-lit wharf at the alley’s other end.

      Toby viewed the alley as unquestionably the best and safest route by which to get his family on board the ship. As, obediently quiet, they moved through the night, that goal remained front and center in his mind.

      Finally, they reached the mouth of the critical alley. He halted and stared down its length. The black shapes of discarded boxes and crates stacked against the walls left a zigzag path down the alley’s center. At the far end, beyond the warehouses and separated from them by an open stretch of worn wooden planks, a ship wreathed in rising sea mist—presumably the Irish Rose—gently rose and fell.

      The wharf was illuminated by lamps and flares, making the shadows in the alley appear even darker. From this distance, the calls of the sailors and stevedores working to unload and load cargoes was a rising cacophony punctuated by the rattle of heavy chains and the dull thud of crates hitting the wharf.

      Toby glanced at Diana as she halted beside him. “Almost there,” he murmured and tipped his head toward the distant ship. Then he gestured to her to take the lead, as per their plan.

      She paused only to hoist Evelyn, who was flagging but still clutching Rupert the Bear, into her arms. After settling the little girl on her hip, Diana picked up her traveling bag and started down the alley.

      Silently, Helga and Bruno followed, and at Toby’s nod, the boys, both carrying bags and cases, filed into the alley ahead of him.

      He’d reasoned that, if any pursuers spotted them slipping into the alley and came chasing after them, he should be the first of their party said pursuers would encounter. Even though he was carrying two bags and Evelyn’s case, he could drop them easily enough. He’d reluctantly packed away his sword stick—of little use in such close quarters—but was armed with his usual complement of knives. He glanced around one last time, piercing the gloom as best he could, but saw no hint of any pursuers. He found it difficult to credit that they would get away so smoothly; nevertheless, he hefted the bags and case and followed his family down the alley.

      With every sense on high alert, he paced slowly enough so that the gap between him and the boys widened to several yards.

      Space to maneuver if necessary.

      But no sound of stealthy footsteps reached him.

      No sense of anyone closing in from behind or hint of anyone rushing along the wharf ahead to intercept them.

      All remained reassuringly unthreatening, the silence steadily swallowed by the increasingly loud dockside sounds.

      They were two-thirds of the way to the wharf when a breeze wafted up the alley, bringing with it the salty tang of the sea and a whiff of perfume.

      Not Diana’s.

      Toby halted and dropped the bags he carried.

      As the leather slapped the ground, on his right, materializing from the shadows of discarded boxes, Heinrik stepped into the alley between Roland and Bryce and Toby, cutting him off from the others.

      The source of the errant perfume, Eva, stepped out from hiding as well. Putting her back to Heinrik’s, she faced the others as, alerted by the bags hitting the ground, they stopped and swung around.

      For several seconds, no one moved.

      Toby had planned for this; he didn’t fear Heinrik. He glanced at Roland. Wide-eyed, the boy met his gaze, then blinked and all but imperceptibly nodded. Grabbing Bryce’s sleeve and tugging his brother with him, Roland started to edge away, backing toward Helga and Diana, ready to turn and push them on to the ship, taking Evelyn and Rupert the Bear with them.

      Good.

      Toby focused on Heinrik as his old foe-cum-acquaintance held out his hand and drily demanded, “The dispatches, if you please.”

      Toby let his arms relax at his sides, his fingers lax, and heaved a put-upon sigh. “I don’t suppose you’ll believe me if I say I haven’t got them?”

      “No. And do keep your hands where I can see them, or Eva might grow nervous and use what she’s carrying in her muff. Who knows who she might hit? Ladies are so… unpredictable.”

      His gaze flicking to Eva, Toby confirmed that she was, indeed, carrying a muff and was gripping something inside the roll of fur, presumably a muff pistol. He hadn’t known whether to believe Heinrik’s tale of Eva being a junior agent, but given the determined look on her face, he decided it would be prudent to assume she truly was.

      That she might, indeed, shoot someone.

      The boys were inching away, backing into Diana and Helga, who frowned but reluctantly stepped back.

      Heinrik spoke over his shoulder. “Miss Locke, please oblige us by not moving farther while we transact our business.”

      Eva, whose attention had shifted to Toby and Heinrik’s interaction, jerked her gaze back to the others, and they froze.

      Inwardly, Toby grimaced. He hadn’t allowed for Eva.

      Heinrik’s eyes narrowed on his face, obviously considering what tack to take next.

      Toby was rapidly recalculating, trying to foresee several moves ahead, when a rush of heavy footsteps swept toward them from the wharf.

      All eyes swung in that direction as the Prussians, both with guns drawn, barrels pointed, came marching up.

      To Toby’s infinite relief, Diana and Helga protectively swept the boys to them, and his family formed a tight huddle in the center of the alley, and the Prussians strode past without sparing them so much as a glance.

      In the lead, Jager had his pistol and his entire focus trained on Heinrik, while Koch, a yard behind, had Eva in his sights.

      Both pistols remained unwaveringly and menacingly aimed at their targets as Jager and Koch halted, with Jager facing Heinrik and Koch facing Eva across the narrow alley.

      Understandably, Heinrik and Eva both froze.

      Toby’s fingers fluttered, the impulse to react and seize one of his knives spiking through him, but he wasn’t about to wager that the pistols the Prussians were holding weren’t examples of the new revolvers, capable of shooting five or six bullets without reloading. And there were two Prussians to disable, not just one.

      Obviously, distraction was required. He sighed loudly. “Really, Heinrik? You still haven’t lost them?”

      “I thought we had,” Heinrik drawled back, a definite hint of frustration in his tone, “but clearly, our traitor is more deeply embedded than I’d thought.”

      Sadly, Jager was difficult to distract.

      Heinrik continued, “Perhaps⁠—”

      “Shut up!” Jager ordered, his focus unrelenting. “We don’t need you anymore.”

      Toby saw Jager’s finger tighten on the trigger.

      To hell with this. He couldn’t stand there and watch Heinrik killed in cold blood.

      Toby bent, gripped the hilt of the throwing dagger concealed in his boot, and sent it flying, the move so swift that, although Jager caught the action from the corner of his eye, he didn’t have time to react before the dagger buried itself in his throat.

      Jager’s shot went wild, into the sky, and he clutched his throat, gurgling, then like a puppet whose strings had been released, he gradually crumpled and fell.

      Less experienced, Koch gasped and stared, momentarily shocked into immobility, then he blinked and, plainly panicking, aimed his pistol not at Toby but, again, at Eva.

      An ear-splitting screech ripped through the night.

      Everyone startled.

      “Bad man!” Evelyn screamed and flung Rupert the Bear at Koch’s head.

      Instinctively, Koch jerked back.

      And Eva freed her pistol from her muff and shot him.

      Even as Koch fell, Toby noted that, despite the furor, Eva had put a single bullet through Koch’s heart.

      Unsurprisingly, the shots and Evelyn’s shrieks had attracted the attention of those working on the wharf. Curious seamen and stevedores started to cluster about the wharf end of the alley, peering into the gloom.

      Distantly, Toby heard orders barked, then the clatter of feet rushing down a gangplank.

      Duncan and his men were on the way.

      Heinrik seemed to be struggling to absorb the fact that he was still alive. After glancing around in a stunned fashion, he turned to Toby. “Thank you, my friend.”

      Toby merely arched his brows.

      Heinrik looked at Eva, then back at Toby and sighed. “You’ve won this round. As long as the Prussians don’t get their dispatches back…” He cocked a brow at Toby. “Well, there are other ways to learn of what such documents might contain, aren’t there?”

      Toby’s lips twitched, and he nodded. “Glad you see the outcome as I do.”

      “You’ll ask Winchelsea?”

      “I will. He might even agree.”

      Eva was frowning at her pistol. Tucking it back into her muff, she said, “I really must get one of those revolvers.”

      Then she turned to Evelyn, now wrapped close in Diana’s arms, and smiled. “Thank you, ma petite. I wouldn’t have managed to fire in time if you hadn’t thrown your toy and distracted him. You are a little heroine, I think.”

      “He was a bad man,” Evelyn reiterated, and no one argued.

      Eva’s gaze shifted to her feet; Rupert the Bear had bounced off Koch and had come to rest there. “Here—let me.” Eva crouched and picked up Rupert the Bear.

      Toby blanked his expression, but saw Diana’s eyes widen as Eva’s gloved fingers closed around the bear’s middle.

      Slowly, Eva straightened, her gaze locked on the stuffed bear.

      In that instant, Toby—and he was certain Diana, too—knew that Eva had realized what she held in her hands.

      But then Eva smiled and turned to Evelyn and handed her the bear with a gentle, “There you are, my sweet.”

      Toby and Diana exchanged a quietly amazed glance and breathed again.

      Oblivious of the true import of what his junior partner had just done, Heinrik shook his head. “You always have the damnedest luck.” He stooped to check Jager and Koch for signs of life.

      Toby picked up his discarded bags and paused by Heinrik’s side as the Austrian agent straightened.

      “Both are entirely dead.” Heinrik met Toby’s eyes. “You and Eva have excellent aim.”

      Toby looked at Eva, currently exchanging who-knew-what comments with Diana, then sent his gaze on to the troop of armed sailors massing on the wharf at the end of the alley.

      “In the interests of everyone,” Toby said, “might I suggest that you and Eva vanish?” He nodded toward the sailors, directing Heinrik’s gaze that way. “They’re ours. At this late stage in the game, I’m sure that no one will want to involve the French authorities, so I’m fairly certain these bodies will vanish, too.”

      “And that,” Heinrik said, “will be a very good thing.” He toed Jager’s body. “This one has had me in his sights for the past few years.” Staring at Jager, Heinrik quietly admitted, “Now I know what it’s like to look death in the face.”

      His gaze on the sailors, who, thankfully, were hanging back, Toby freed a hand and clapped Heinrik on the shoulder. “Well, don’t let it get you down. Courtesy of me, you’re still alive to torment me…” His gaze drifting to Diana and the children, he tipped his head. “Although perhaps I should mention that this mission is slated to be my last.”

      That jerked Heinrik from his morbid reflections. He stared at Toby. “Really?” Then he followed Toby’s now-smiling gaze to the others. “Ah.” Heinrik grinned. “I take it, mon ami, that as they say, you will have other demands on your time.”

      Toby felt his lips curve in a slow, expectant grin. “I fervently hope so.”

      “Well, in that, I wish you luck, my friend.” Heinrik thrust out his hand, and Toby shook it.

      Heinrik joined Eva, and after taking their leave of Diana, with a final wave to the children, the pair melted into the shadows, moving up the alley and away.

      Toby signaled to the sailors, and they rapidly strode up.

      After giving orders regarding the disposal of the bodies, Toby rejoined his family, who had moved along the alley a little way, and with deep relief and burgeoning hope, they walked out of the alley, across the wharf, and up the gangplank of the Irish Rose.
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        * * *

      

      Diana worked with Toby and Helga to get the children on board. She felt shaken by the violence and deaths in the alley, but hugely relieved at the same time, which left her feeling somewhat discombobulated.

      Yet as Evelyn had so succinctly put it, the Prussians had been “bad men.” Given what Diana had seen them do to Herschel and, very possibly, what they had forced Herschel to do to her father, she couldn’t be sorry that through Toby and Evelyn saving Heinrik and Eva, the Prussian pair had ended up dead.

      The minutes spent shepherding the children onto the ship, meeting the master and purser, then countering the children’s inclination to explore regardless of the hour and persuading them instead to retire to the cabins below deck so that the sailors could finish their necessary tasks and cast off proved an effective distraction.

      To her mind, the sooner they left French shores and were on their way to England, the better.

      That said, as she settled the children in the bunk beds in the cabins to which they’d been assigned, she kept expecting one or other of the three to show signs of being affected, upset, or overwrought.

      Instead, the three all but crowed, delighted and, apparently, feeling triumphant if not victorious, and eventually, she realized that, for them, the simple childhood concept of good and bad, right and wrong, cast the actions in the alley in a very clear-cut light.

      If you were bad and tried to hurt or kill other people, you died.

      To the three, it was that straightforward and, therefore, to be expected.

      Indeed, that the Prussians had died in the alley seemed to bolster the trio’s faith in the way things ought to be, as if they saw it as evidence that, fundamentally, all was right in their world.

      To them, good triumphing over evil was what was meant to happen and, therefore, was no surprise at all.

      Once she assimilated and accepted that, she relaxed even more.

      Finally, with the children abed and sleeping, she retreated to the cabin she’d been given—a slightly larger one with a slightly larger bed. Although primarily a cargo vessel, the Irish Rose was designed to carry a small complement of passengers, and currently, they were the only passengers on board. Helga was sharing a cabin with Evelyn, with the little girl tucked into the upper bunk and still tightly clutching Rupert the Bear. Roland and Bryce shared another twin-bunk cabin, while Toby had been given a rather cramped single-berth room. Being the lady of the group, Diana had been favored with the largest of the passenger cabins, tucked in the bow of the ship.

      Not quite knowing what to do with herself, she was about to sit on the bunk when, glancing through the porthole, she noticed that the light from the wharf had vanished, leaving only faint moonlight to paint the wave crests silver.

      The slow creaking of timbers reached her, and she realized the sounds of running feet and thuds and cracks of ropes and sails and squealing of winches had ceased.

      On impulse, she turned, left the cabin, and headed for the stairs to the deck.

      She emerged from the companionway and, with a breeze tugging at her hair, walked to the bow, stood at the railing, and looked out. The Irish Rose had left the wharf, but was still in the harbor; the ship was sailing slowly and majestically along a wide channel between the many vessels at anchor, either waiting to dock or merely at rest while their crews went ashore. On either side, a forest of masts rose like raised guardsmen’s spears ceremonially guiding them to open water.

      She looked back along the length of the ship and, some way off the stern, saw the flare of light marking the still-busy wharfs. Beyond that, spreading to either side, the steadily receding coastline appeared as a denser darkness dotted with pinpricks of light. Glancing up, she saw sailors perched in the rigging and noted others waiting by the masts and at the winches, presumably ready to reset the sails once they were free of the harbor.

      They’d made it. Onto the safety of a British ship, one taking them to England.

      As the realization that they’d succeeded in that without anyone taking any harm and with the dispatches still in their possession sank in, she sensed a deeper, more profound relief unfurl inside her, along with a sense of being free to commence a different, more personal journey, one she was eager to undertake.

      As if summoned by her thoughts, Toby appeared and halted beside her.

      Side by side, they watched the last lights of France fade into the night, then, as one, faced forward, gazing over the waves purling beneath the bow toward the distant horizon.

      She closed her eyes and raised her face to the moonlight and the breeze. “Looking back… I can barely believe we’re finally here.” She opened her eyes and glanced at him. “But we are.”

      Toby nodded, then met her eyes and briefly searched them. “I could wish the violence hadn’t occurred, but at least all of us survived physically unscathed.”

      To his surprise, he was wrestling with the experience in a way he never had before.

      Studying his face, Diana lightly frowned. “What is it?”

      He stared at her, faintly astonished that she’d been able to read anything of his uncertainty in his usually impassive countenance. But her gaze remained steady, concern touching her features, and she’d helped him understand his new and unaccustomed feelings before.

      He looked out over the dark water and gripped the railing tighter. “I’m… worried. Over whether the action in the alley will affect the children’s view of me. They saw me kill a man. And they saw Eva—whom they like—shoot another man dead.” He paused, then admitted, “I’ve killed before, but only when my own life was threatened. When it was them or me and only one of us could survive. Tonight… wasn’t like that. I made a decision.”

      She nodded. “To save Heinrik’s life.”

      He inclined his head. “I know why I did it, and in the same circumstances, I’m fairly sure I would do the same again. I know I would have acted without hesitation had Jager or Koch threatened you or the children or Helga.”

      She looked at him as if all he’d said was self-evident. “Because we’re in your care—or at least, that’s how you see it.”

      This time, his nod held more than a hint of ruefulness. “Indeed.” Never before had he considered much less cared about how such an incident would impact others’ views of him.

      Never before had that mattered.

      He sighed and shook his head. “I’m all at sea. Earlier, I went to check on the boys, not just to confirm they were in their bunks but also to try to gauge how they felt. How they’d reacted to seeing the deaths.”

      “And?”

      He frowned. “They didn’t seem bothered by the incident at all.” Puzzled, he added, “If anything, they seem more inclined than ever to put me on some pedestal.”

      “I think that’s entirely predictable, don’t you?” Smiling gently, she half turned and leant against the railing so she could see his face. After studying his expression, she went on, “Think of it this way—they are Adrian’s sons. His background was much the same as yours. Inevitably, his sons will want to make themselves into the image they carry of him, which in many ways is the same as what they see in you.”

      She paused, then with a hint of discovery coloring her tone, said, “You are who you are. One can take it for granted that you will react and do whatever it takes—even killing someone—to protect those you consider in your care and, most especially, those you love. The boys see nothing odd in that. To their eyes, your behavior was entirely laudable and, I suspect, also deeply reassuring.”

      He thought about that, then lightly huffed. “I met Helga in the corridor. She told me—in her usual pragmatic and forthright fashion—that I had behaved precisely as I ought to have.”

      “Of course. She would have seen the deaths as the Prussians reaping their just rewards.”

      He tipped his head. “In that, she’s not wrong. They were, as Evelyn shrieked, bad men.”

      Diana laughed softly. “And before you think to wonder how Evelyn now sees you, I should remind you that, if anything, she’s distinctly more bloodthirsty than her brothers. I can confidently predict that courtesy of your actions in the alley, you will have risen to fresh heights in her estimation.”

      He reviewed all she’d said. “They see things in black and white, don’t they?”

      “Yes. And in some cases, that makes their vision clearer than ours. Ours with all the shades of gray we, as adults, allow for.” She paused, then added, “Just because we see all the subtleties doesn’t mean that changes the picture.”

      He considered that, then conceded the point with a tip of his head. Her observations and conclusions had eased much of his uncertainty, yet one source of his concern remained unresolved. Unaddressed.

      Looking toward the vastness of the Mediterranean Sea, feeling as if he was taking his heart and his future in his hands, he asked, “And what of you? How do you see what happened in the alley?”

      Has it changed your view of me? Has it altered your desire to join your life with mine?

      Diana turned to look out over the water. “As I see it, the Prussians brought their fate down on their heads through their own deliberate actions. No one forced them to try to kill Heinrik and Eva, and God only knows what would have happened to you and us if they had.”

      She swung around and, when Toby glanced her way, trapped his gaze. “We are all responsible for our actions and for their consequences.”

      Faintly, he frowned, then arched a brow at her. “Consequences?” It was clear he wasn’t sure where she was steering him.

      Secure in his character, certain of what lived at his core, she leant against the railing. “Yes, consequences. You accepted a mission to further Britain’s vital interests. To serve your country—a laudable endeavor by anyone’s yardstick. That mission transformed into getting me, the dispatches, and also the Fellows children from Vienna to London. Short of us actually reaching London—something I believe we can now take for granted—you’ve cleared every hurdle and achieved every goal. And despite all distractions—and I believe we can agree there have been many—you’ve remained steadfast in adhering to your mission’s ultimate goal.”

      She paused, assembling her thoughts and the words with which to express them, then went on, “Tonight, if you hadn’t killed one Prussian and Eva hadn’t shot the other dead, what would have happened? Jager would have murdered Heinrik, and Koch would have killed Eva.” She met and held Toby’s gaze. “And then, very likely, Jager would have shot and killed you. All in front of the children and me.”

      She had to pause to quell an upsurge of remembered fear. The emotion hardened her voice as she continued, “If you think seeing the Prussians die was unsettling for us, I can with absolute confidence state that from our perspective, the alternative would have been hideously worse! That would have scarred the children for the rest of their lives, especially when they will shortly learn that their father has passed away.” She drew a steadying breath and went on, “Instead, the three saw what, for them, was a reassuring lesson, namely that people who wield guns with the intention of killing others can and will be stopped by people like you and Heinrik and Eva.”

      He took it all in—she saw that in his eyes—then he simply said, “You haven’t told me how you feel. How you felt, in that instant and later.”

      She exhaled, then said, “For me…” She opened her mind to the moment, and the feelings that had buffeted her came roaring back. Her chin firmed. “It was bad enough when you were facing Heinrik and Eva. My heart had already leapt and was racing. I hadn’t realized I could feel that way—as if, in that instant, everything I yearned for in life was imperiled.”

      Her memory rolled on, and her muscles tensed. “Then the Prussians arrived with guns drawn and cold-blooded murder in their eyes, and I knew—beyond all argument knew—that my worst nightmare was on the cusp of becoming a reality.”

      She refocused on his face. “For me, that moment opened my eyes to the truth of my—our—situation. In that instant, I understood that there is no decision for me or us to make—no choice, no option. I’m already so deeply in love with you that if you die, my heart will stop, and my life will end.” She reached up and gripped his lapels, using her hold to anchor her while she searched his eyes and saw the wonder dawning there. If she could have smiled, she would have, but the emotions roiling through her wouldn’t permit the slightest levity—they were far too intent, too serious.

      Allowing those powerful emotions free rein, she used her hold on his coat to shake him—or at least, try to. “In that wretched instant, I faced the prospect of losing you, you infuriating man!”

      She hauled his head down and kissed him fiercely, possessively, with all the pent-up passion in her soul.

      Abruptly, she pulled away and skewered him with her gaze. “Promise me you told Heinrik the truth, and this will, indeed, be your last mission.”

      With his lips heated by her kiss, Toby smiled into her eyes as the uncertainty that had plagued him fell away. “I swear this is, was, and will be my last mission for Winchelsea.” His gaze locked with hers, he paused, then said, “Ask me later why I’ve been struck from his list of active agents, but for now…”

      He couldn’t get enough of the fire in her eyes; he would warm his heart with it, hopefully for the rest of his life. “For me, when the Prussians arrived… for the first time in my life, I knew real and true regret. Regret that, if things went awry and I didn’t survive, I would never be your husband. That I would never again have the joy of waking with you in my arms. That you and I would never get to create and share the future we’ve planned.”

      He lowered his head and, gently, touched his lips to hers in a kiss laden with the potent emotions he could no longer hide. He drew back enough to whisper across her hungry lips, “I love you.” He kissed her again, and this time, when he drew back, her lids rose, and stars shone in the gray depths of her eyes. He smiled at the sight and admitted, “Until the past weeks spent with you and the children, I didn’t—saw no reason to—acknowledge love, in all its many aspects, as the power it truly is. You—all of you—showed me love’s reality, and that changed me. I see things differently, I want different things, and finally, I understand why I need a family of my own.”

      He drew a breath that swelled his chest and exhaled as if letting go of his past. “So yes, this was definitely my last mission, and from now on, I plan to devote my time and energies to building a rich and satisfying life with you.”

      To his eyes, her smile lit the night. She drew his head to hers, and their lips met again.

      A sudden hail had them breaking from the kiss to look up.

      Only to realize from the grins on all the sailors’ faces that they had, until then, been putting on a show.

      But now, the master rapped out orders, and the sailors scurried along the yards, and sails unfurled and caught the wind, and the hull lifted on the swell as they left Marseille far behind.

      Toby huffed and said, “We’ve given the crew enough to talk about for the rest of the voyage.” His hand at Diana’s back, he urged her toward the companionway. “Let’s adjourn further discussions to somewhere more private.”

      Diana laughed and, with her heart soaring, seized his hand and led the way.

      To her cabin, where they closed the door on the rest of the world and let love, passion, and desire hold sway.

      In the close confines as, in between searing kisses, they helped each other from their clothes, she sensed that it wasn’t merely garments they were shedding. It was their pasts—their earlier selves and their misguided notions of what each might want in life.

      And when, driven by passion and desire, they reached for each other, simultaneously, they reached for all they wanted, all they needed, and all they could create and delight in together.

      They reached for life.

      Through love, guided by its light, they embraced their future and all it would contain.

      For long minutes, they remained locked together, bare skins heating where they touched while they communed with lips and tongues and held each other close, close, as they savored—truly savored—that reality.

      Their new truth.

      But passion wouldn’t be denied, and desire was already pounding, an insistent tattoo thudding through them.

      With hungry lips and greedy hands, they seized and plundered until they tumbled onto the bed, rolling and settling in the crisp sheets. Now, it seemed, there was time for joy and playfulness as his hands streaked over her sensitive skin, caressing and possessing, and she arched beneath him.

      Murmurs of appreciation mingled with entreaties that grew ever more urgent.

      I love you, I love you was the song that beat in their blood. That surged and rose and compelled them ever on.

      They came together in a rush of feelings—not merely tactile, not limited to the sensory, but more a whirlpool of blended emotions, deep and powerful, that transcended all facile descriptions.

      The age-old compulsion captured and overwhelmed them, and they strove to satisfy its demands, moving in concert, in ever more desperate yearning.

      The end, when it came, swept them high, then higher, until their senses soared.

      Until finally, on a smothered shriek and a muffled groan, they shattered in a kaleidoscope of mirroring, complementary sensations.

      For long moments, they hung, suspended in that exquisite, not-quite-of-this-world place, captured and caught, entirely in thrall.

      Then he drew in a huge, shuddering breath. Propped above her, he hung his head, breathed deeply again, then he cracked open his eyes and, at close quarters, met hers. His voice deep and gravelly, he stated—a vow, a promise, a declaration—“I will love you until the day I die. And even then.”

      She stared into his eyes, then with her lids falling on a sigh aching with deep-seated pleasure, she replied in even simpler fashion, “I will love you forever.”
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        * * *

      

      The morning sun slanted through the porthole and painted Toby’s eyelids.

      He woke and realized the warm body snuggled against his wasn’t a phantom of his dreams.

      He and Diana lay locked together, warm skin to warm skin, in the rather cramped confines of the bunk in her cabin.

      Memories of the night scrolled through his mind, and he smiled delightedly.

      Despite Toby’s very real inclination to simply lie there and gloat, the sun was definitely up, and their time in private would, therefore, be running short.

      Gently, he tightened his arms around her and, when she stirred, pressed a kiss to her temple.

      Her lashes fluttered, then rose. On a soft “Oh,” she stared into his eyes, then she smiled. Gloriously joyful, that smile reassured him on every plane.

      “I never actually asked you, not in simple words, to marry me.” He held her gaze, then blindly capturing one of her hands, he raised her fingers to his lips, kissed them lovingly, and said, “So, Diana Locke, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      Her smile grew more radiant until he would have sworn he felt the warmth of her love. “Yes,” she said. “I will.” As if to seal the pact, she added, “There is no position I want to fill more.”

      “Good.” He kissed her fingers again. “That’s settled.”

      The glint of gold on her finger—her mother’s ring that she’d been wearing as part of her disguise as his wife—caught his eye. He angled her fingers this way and that, then humphed. “Much as it’s served its purpose, I admit to being keen to replace it with my own as soon as possible.”

      She laughed softly and drew his lips to hers, then pulled away to say, “I like the sound of ‘as soon as possible.’ When do you think that might be?”

      He frowned in thought. “We have to take the children to Fellows’s aunt.” A glance at Diana’s eyes confirmed that she wasn’t looking forward to that any more than he was. “After that, however, I believe we’ll be able to rush to the altar as fast as”—he grimaced—“my family and yours will allow.”

      She promptly informed him that she had few relatives still alive and that none were likely to strew any hurdles in their path. “However, we can’t forget those wretched dispatches, either.”

      “Hmm. Perhaps we’d better extract them from Rupert before we leave the ship.”

      They’d only just agreed on that course when a scratching sounded at the cabin door.

      She looked at him, her eyes widening with incipient consternation.

      He shrugged, then tipped his head toward the door, encouraging her to answer. It was her cabin, after all.

      She cleared her throat, then called, “Yes?”

      “We want to know when we can go to breakfast,” Roland said.

      “We’re hungry,” Bryce unnecessarily added.

      Diana looked at Toby.

      He held her gaze, then they both dissolved into silent laughter.

      “W—I’ll be out in a minute,” she managed to reply, pushing up from his embrace. “Just let me get dressed.”

      “We can’t find Papa,” Evelyn piped. “But we can hear other people up on the deck, so perhaps he’s out there.”

      “Can we go and look?” Bryce asked.

      Toby shook his head and mouthed, “No.”

      Diana sighed, then said, “Papa is here with me—he’s helping me to do up my gown.” Toby obligingly performed that task while she added, “We’ll be out in a moment. Just wait.”

      Mutters reached them, but after a rushed toilette, when they opened the door, three young faces smiled angelically up at them.

      As they herded the group along the companionway toward the mess, Toby caught Diana’s gaze and murmured, “There has to be some way.”

      She nodded, understanding what he meant and being in complete agreement. There had to be some arrangement they could make to keep the children in their lives.
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      Together with the children and Diana, Toby stared out of the carriage window at the signpost declaring that the village they were entering was Minstead.

      Nearly there.

      The thought filled him with depressing dread rather than pleasant anticipation.

      The Irish Rose had sailed into Southampton on the morning tide and docked at the main wharf. The ship had picked up more passengers during its short stay at Gibraltar, but their party was the only one with children, and consequently, they were the first down the gangplank onto English soil.

      Given the relatively early hour, after collecting their luggage, they’d adjourned to an inn for breakfast, then he’d hired a carriage and driver for the hour-or-so-long journey into the New Forest, to Fellows Hall, which was apparently located just outside Minstead.

      In Vienna, Fellows had given Toby directions to the estate, and he’d relayed those to the driver. As the carriage rolled through the village itself, Toby owned to a certain interest in viewing the place the children would, in the future, most likely call home.

      While living at Fellows Hall with their great-aunt.

      He glanced at the three, who had taken possession of the rear-facing seat, leaving him with Diana beside him and Helga beside her on the seat opposite.

      As usual, Bruno was stretched out on the floor between their feet, but even the dog had his head up, his ears pricked as if sensing something was about to happen.

      Toby studied the children. Initially, they’d been eager and enthusiastic over getting their first look at an English port, and then the city, and eventually, the countryside, but the farther they’d traveled, the quieter and more serious the three had grown. Now, their expressions of uncertainty and burgeoning trepidation mirrored his own feelings.

      I’m really not sure about this.

      While on board, he and Diana had spent a lot of time with the children, keeping a watchful eye on them, but also interacting with them more or less constantly, which had served to keep them all—Toby and Diana as well as the children—entertained and amused.

      One change both he and Diana had noticed was that the children now consistently and spontaneously referred to him and her as Papa and Mama. Immediately on boarding, the trio had also reverted to naming themselves Cynsters. As none of the crew, including Peter Duncan, the master, knew Toby well enough to question that, they’d become the Cynster family throughout the voyage, a development that had left Toby feeling both pleased and also sad.

      Pleased that the children wanted to claim his name and sad that it wasn’t true.

      As the carriage rocked around a corner, presumably onto the lane that would take them to Fellows Hall, and the village fell behind, Toby owned to a sinking feeling of being about to lose something he’d unexpectedly discovered to be supremely precious and important to him.

      After they’d left Gibraltar and the distractions there and the ship was plowing through the waves, making direct for Southampton, he’d been sitting on some coils of rope and watching the children playing a game of knucklebones in the prow when Roland had left the other two playing and had climbed up to sit on the rope beside Toby.

      After several moments of staring out at the waves, visible from their perch, Roland had said, “Our papa—our real papa...” He’d paused to draw in a tight breath. “He’ll have gone by now, won’t he?”

      With his mind whirling, Toby had cast about for what he should say. And how. Eventually, he’d replied in a steady, even, matter-of-fact tone, “If he has, there will be letters waiting for us—you, me, and Diana—at Fellows Hall.”

      By Toby’s calculation, given what Fellows had intimated of his illness and incipient death, their father would have passed away sometime during their sojourn on San Giulio. Fellows had promised Toby and Diana that news of his death would be telegraphed to London, to his solicitor, and from there to Fellows Hall, so that all would be in train legally once they arrived at their destination.

      Toby continued to feel an enormous degree of respect for Fellows and the way that, to the very end, he’d done his utmost to protect his children.

      But Roland’s questions hadn’t ended with that point. Looking down, he’d picked at the rough rope between them. “Are you and Mama—Diana—going to get married? Really married.”

      That had been much easier to answer. “Yes. As soon as we can.” Given the children were definitely not blind, and he and Diana had been sharing her cabin since Marseille, Toby hadn’t been surprised by Roland’s query.

      The boy’s lips had tightened, and the fingers picking at the rope had slowed, then stilled. Then hesitatingly, he’d asked, “Could we—the three of us—come and stay with you? You and Mama?” Roland had looked up, his expression one of pleading tinged with desperation. “At least for some of the time?”

      Toby’s heart had clenched. Hard, tight, a rocklike knot in his chest. He’d read the plea in Roland’s eyes and had ached to answer it. He’d swallowed, then said, his voice lower, “We’ll need to see what your great-aunt says. She’ll be your legal guardian.”

      “But she doesn’t know us. She might not want us!”

      Unable to help himself, Toby had laid a comforting hand on Roland’s shoulder and met the boy’s desperate eyes. “If she doesn’t, then of course, Diana and I will keep you with us.” He paused, then added, “We won’t leave you alone.”

      As he’d said the words, he’d realized that that was the problem in a nutshell. The three children had lost both parents and feared being left without anyone they trusted.

      Reassuringly, he’d gripped Roland’s shoulder. “One way or another, we won’t leave you. Diana and I will always be… ready to stand as your papa and mama. No matter what happens, we will remain in your lives.”

      He’d meant every word.

      The carriage slowed, then turned between two tall stone gateposts and rolled on along a well-tended, tree-lined drive.

      Toby’s gaze remained on the children. He’d started this mission utterly certain that he didn’t and never would want a family of his own, and now, all he could think of was how much he would give to keep this temporary family in his life forever.

      The children peered out of the windows, searching ahead.

      “Is this it?” Bryce asked. “Are we there? At Fellows Hall?” His tone was equal parts excitement and anxiety.

      Evelyn hopped off the seat and came to lean against Toby’s knees and peer out of the window in the door. “Look!” She pointed. “There’s the house.”

      The children—and Toby, Diana, and Helga—stared out at the house as it came into view. With two main stories, with a lead roof surrounding dormer attic windows, Fellows Hall was built of red brick with pale stone framing the long windows, front door, and porch. A central section—possibly an original baronial hall—was flanked on either side by two substantial wings. Midday light glinted off the glass panes, and as the carriage swept around the circular drive, sunshine bathed the gravel forecourt before the house.

      The carriage slowed and rocked to a halt beside the front steps leading to the porch and the white-painted front door, but rather than engaging in their usual rush to alight, the children sat back in their seats and looked at Toby and Diana with big eyes.

      Diana smiled reassuringly. “We’re here! Let’s take a quick look about, then go inside and meet your great-aunt.” She tried to make the event sound exciting.

      Toby opened the door and stepped down first, then waited on the gravel while Diana encouraged Roland and Evelyn to join him.

      Although obviously reluctant, dragging their feet, they obliged, then even more slowly, Bryce followed.

      Diana exchanged a look with Helga, then waited while Bryce lifted Bruno down before climbing down herself.

      By the time Helga joined her, a butler had opened the double front doors, and two footmen were hurrying down the steps to fetch their bags. Clearly, they’d been expected.

      Helga nodded toward the children, clustered around Toby, who had crouched to talk to the three. “You go on and help with them. I’ll take care of the luggage.”

      With a grateful nod, Diana went forward.

      The butler—tall, of suitable years, with a well-worn face and wispy white hair—looked to be a kindly soul. Framed in the doorway, he was watching the children and Toby with interest and what, at that distance, looked like hope.

      Puzzling over the latter, Diana reached the children and Toby—the four who had, somehow, come to be her family in every way that mattered. She smiled at Evelyn, who was clutching one side of Toby’s coat. Roland and Bryce were also standing close.

      Toby glanced at her, concern in his hazel eyes. “I was just saying how very neat and tidy the house and gardens are. Rather as if Mrs. Fellows and the staff are looking forward to meeting us and are keen to put on a good show.”

      “Indeed.” The observation was accurate; Diana hoped the conclusion was, too. Smiling encouragingly, she offered Evelyn her hand. “Come on. Let’s go and meet your great-aunt.”

      Evelyn took her hand, clutched Rupert the Bear even tighter, then with determination in her small face, nodded. “All right.”

      Relieved, Diana moved toward the porch steps and, with their little sister leading the way, the boys had to follow, but they still hovered close beside Toby, one on either side, as if ready to seize his hand and claim his protection if anything threatened.

      To say she had mixed feelings about what they were about to do would be a massive understatement. She’d known the children since birth; she was godmother to all three. She’d been close to them in Vienna, but the pressures of the journey had only strengthened the bonds between her and them. The relief over having successfully got them safely on board the ship had been gilded by the days of sailing under clear blue skies with no threats in sight. Those had been truly glorious days she’d shared with the three and Toby.

      He and she would go on to forge a life together; that was set in stone. Yet even though they hadn’t spoken much of the children, of having to leave them in Hampshire with their great-aunt, she knew Toby felt as torn over the matter as she.

      For her part, she didn’t know how she would manage without the children about. They fulfilled that part of her that liked to be needed—that needed to be needed. Even with a new life to organize as Toby’s wife, she would, she felt, feel adrift without the children’s constant demands, demands she didn’t find bothersome at all. To her, those demands were affirmations that she had a purpose in life.

      But they’d promised Adrian that they would take the children there and hand them into his aunt’s protection, and so they would.

      There really was no other option.

      Helga and the footmen had already slipped into the house, bearing away some of the luggage and taking Bruno with them.

      Diana stepped onto the porch and, summoning a passable smile, walked forward to where the butler—who definitely looked kindly and also curious and quietly delighted—waited.

      As she and Evelyn neared, the butler bowed. “Good morning. Miss Locke, I take it?”

      Diana inclined her head.

      The butler’s gaze lowered to Evelyn, who was clutching Rupert the Bear and Diana’s hand and leaning into her skirts. The butler smiled. “And this must be Miss Evelyn. I am pleased to make your acquaintance, miss.”

      The butler raised his gaze to take in Toby and the boys, who had come up behind Diana and Evelyn. “And Master Roland and Master Bryce and Mr. Cynster.” The butler bowed again. “Welcome to Fellows Hall. My name is Gallagher.” He stepped back and waved them in. “Please, come in.”

      They obliged and walked into the front hall, and after Gallagher had closed the door, Toby said, “I believe Mrs. Fellows is expecting us.”

      Gallagher’s eyes dimmed, and his expression clouded. “Ah yes. As to that… Well”—he hurried toward a table in the center of the long, tiled hall—“there are letters that will, I am assured, explain all.” He returned with a small stack of missives in his hands.

      Toby didn’t move. A faint frown on his face, he asked, “And Mrs. Fellows?”

      Gallagher met his eyes, then sighed and said, “I regret to inform you, sir, that Mrs. Fellows has passed away.”

      Toby blinked, then, frown deepening, asked, “When?”

      “A little over two years ago, it would be.” Gallagher held his gaze and simply said, “Despite remaining in Vienna, Mr. Fellows—the late Mr. Fellows—has been master here for the past two years.”

      Her mind reeling, Diana met Toby’s gaze and saw that he was similarly afflicted. “Two years,” she echoed. That meant…

      Toby’s lips tightened, and his gaze shifted to the letters. “I suspect we’d better read those and learn what the situation truly is.”

      “Indeed, sir.” Gallagher handed over the letters. As Toby sorted through them, the butler added, “The staff and I have been informed of Mr. Fellows’s passing and the terms of his will.” His gaze returned to the letters. “I understand that those communications will explain everything.”

      Toby handed two large packets to Diana, then beckoned to Helga, who had returned down the stairs and paused at their foot. He gave her two letters as well, leaving two for him and one he handed to Roland. “This is from your father for all three of you. I suspect he would have wanted you to read it to Bryce and Evelyn.”

      With a small nod, Roland accepted the ivory packet inscribed with his and his brother’s and sister’s names.

      Diana was relieved when Gallagher waved them to an open doorway.

      “Please. If you will sit in the drawing room, you can read in comfort, and I’ll bring in a tea tray, shall I?”

      Still feeling stunned, she nodded in approval, then with Toby and Helga, gently herded the children into the spacious drawing room.

      It was a bright, airy, and surprisingly comfortable space, furnished with settees and armchairs that, while fashionable enough, also invited use. All the upholstery, curtains, and carpet were of relatively recent vintage, and the woodwork shone with a glowing patina that testified to the ample use of good-quality beeswax.

      A small fire burned in the grate, but the sunshine slanting through the long windows had already banished the morning chill.

      The children crowded together on a long settee, and in response to their entreating expressions, Diana and Toby sat at either end, Diana beside Evelyn and Toby beside Bryce, with Roland, holding the letter from their father, in the middle.

      When Roland glanced at Toby, he nodded encouragingly. “Let’s read yours first.”

      Roland looked down at the envelope, then turned it over and tore open the packet. He drew out two stiff sheets of paper, closely inscribed in Adrian’s neat hand.

      Roland smoothed out the sheets, then started reading. “My darling children.”

      What followed was a touching epistle from a now-dead father to his much-loved offspring. Several times, Diana had to blink furiously to clear the tears from her eyes, and more than once, she had to swallow a lump in her throat.

      Toby’s expression grew more impassive as Roland continued to read, but his eyes bore witness to his feelings. Sorrow, compassion, understanding; all were there for Diana to see as he glanced her way, searched her eyes, then fractionally nodded.

      In this, he and she thought and felt the same; through whatever was to come, they would act as one.

      Adrian had chosen to end his letter with a firm recommendation that the children put their faith and trust in Diana and in Toby. Although she and Toby had yet to read Adrian’s letters to them, when, with their letter finished, the children turned questioning gazes on her and Toby, they quickly assured the trio that they could count on them and that once she and he had learned all the details from the letters they’d yet to read, they would sort everything out and explain.

      Somewhat to her surprise, the three accepted that assurance with precisely the faith and trust that Adrian had advocated.

      All three seemed to breathe out, then the sadness and tension that had held them started to fade, and with more of their usual curiosity, they looked around.

      Gallagher timed his entrance with a well-stocked tea tray to perfection.

      He smiled benignly on the three as he came forward to set the tray on the low table before the settee. “Here you are.” He glanced at Diana. “It’s been quite a while since we’ve had children in the house, but my wife—Mrs. Gallagher, the housekeeper—assures me milk, cakes, and biscuits will be just the thing. She and Cook tell me they can have luncheon ready whenever you wish to partake.”

      “Thank you.” Diana watched in quietly amused relief as the children fell on the offerings with their customary appetites. She glanced at Gallagher and smiled. “We’ll ring if we need anything more.”

      Plainly pleased, Gallagher bowed and departed.

      Diana poured tea for herself and Toby, then looked inquiringly at Helga.

      The maid had retreated to an armchair on the other side of the fireplace. While the children had read their letter, she’d read hers. Now she caught Diana’s eyes and shook her head. “None for me, miss.” Helga smiled gently. “Not really the thing, either, now we’re back in a normal household.” Her gaze fell to the children. “But having read what Mr. Fellows had to say to me, I’m thinking you and Mr. Cynster need to read the letters sent for you. Once these hungry tykes have had their fill, perhaps I can go with them to explore the house and gardens.”

      That suggestion sparked immediate interest from all three children, and after clearing the tray of cakes and biscuits and draining the glasses of milk, they happily departed in Helga’s care to explore the house that bore their name.

      The instant the door closed behind the little band, Diana and Toby set aside their cups and reached for their respective letters.

      “One’s from Fellows himself,” Toby observed, turning the packets over. “The other’s from his solicitor in London.”

      “Adrian’s letter first, then.” Diana set the other letter aside and broke the familiar seal.

      The clock on the mantelpiece ticked on as they read through their respective letters from Adrian. Stunned anew by the revelations and arrangements hers detailed, Diana reached the end, raised her head, and stared at Toby.

      He was still reading—Adrian’s letter to him was four pages against the three she had received—but when he reached the last paragraph, raised his gaze, and met her eyes, he was equally stunned and amazed.

      Stupefied, in fact.

      They stared at each other for a long, silent moment, then Toby nodded at the other letter beside her. “Best we learn the legal view of this before we start trying to cope with it all.”

      “Indeed.” Diana lifted her second letter, broke the seal, spread the stiff sheets, and started to read.

      The solicitor’s communication was blissfully direct and to the point, clarifying the legal position regarding Adrian Fellows’s will and how the clauses within it stood in terms of the English legal system. It concluded with a fairly clear summation of the current situation as the solicitor believed it to be.

      Diana reread that conclusion, then looked at Toby.

      He was sitting slumped in the corner of the settee. “My head is spinning.” He lifted the solicitor’s letter. “Can this really be true?”

      Equally amazed, she shook her head. “There is no way Adrian could have known…”

      “Isn’t there?” He raised the other letter, the one from Adrian, and waved it at her. “He might not have known, but he definitely suspected and, indeed, hoped.”

      She frowned. “Let me see that.”

      They exchanged their letters from Adrian. Diana skimmed over much of what she already knew, then focused on a paragraph on the last page. She read it through, then huffed. “I had no idea Adrian was such a romantic.”

      Handing back her letter, Toby shrugged. “Whether he was a romantic or whether encroaching death sharpened his insightfulness, who knows? The fact of the matter is, he was right.” He grinned at her. “We are going to marry.”

      She tipped her head. “True.” She retrieved her letter and handed his back to him. “And that being so, there’s no reason we can’t fulfill his last wishes.”

      Adrian Fellows had named them as joint guardians to his three children. He had also left Fellows Hall, the attached estate, and the income deriving from it to them jointly for their lifetimes, ultimately to be passed on in equal measure to Roland, Bryce, and Evelyn after their deaths.

      Diana thought of the next steps, then focused on Toby. “We only discussed our future in general terms. We made no decision about where we would live.” She tipped her head, studying him. “Could we… Would it work for us to live down here?” She cast her gaze around the room. “It seems a very… welcoming house.”

      He nodded. “It does. And as I mentioned, I have no house that belongs to me, and none in the offing, so there’s no reason I can see that we can’t make this our primary residence.” He paused, then added, “Our home.”

      “And taking on the responsibility for those three?”

      He grinned. “The truth is that we—you and I—would have assumed that regardless. Even if Fellows’s aunt had still been alive, even if we’d reached here never wanting to set eyes on each other again, we would each have continued to hold ourselves responsible for them and their welfare. By his machinations, in that regard, Fellows has just made our lives much easier.”

      She smiled. “I must admit I’ve grown rather accustomed to being hailed as ‘Mama.’”

      Toby chuckled. “And no doubt much to my family’s shock, I believe I can handle becoming an instant ‘Papa.’”

      In fact, he was looking forward to it, to introducing his three children to the rest of his large family.

      “And, of course,” Diana went on, “we’ll have Helga and Bruno here, too.”

      “They’ll certainly help the children settle in and settle down.” Toby met Diana’s eyes. “I don’t know all that much about organizing children, but I suspect our first move will be to establish the proper form of guardianship.”

      “From what little I know, it might be best to marry first, then formally adopt them.” She arched her brows at him. “What do you think?”

      He turned the notion over in his mind, then nodded decisively. “I think that’s likely to be our wisest course. Much less chance of anyone quibbling over anything, and they’ll have the added protection of legally being Cynsters, and that’s nothing to sneeze at.”

      “Well, then.” She refolded the letters, then the sound of shrill laughter from somewhere outside reached them.

      They both looked in that direction, then Toby smiled, rose, and held out his hand. “I believe our immediate next step is obvious.” He tipped his head toward the noise. “Let’s go and see what the three think of our plans.”

      She smiled, put her hand in his, and let him draw her to her feet, and arm in arm, they walked out to hunt for the children.

      They found them prancing around a circular pond, leaning over the low edge and tracking goldfish who, sensibly, were darting about and hiding under the lily pads.

      By then, Toby had worked out a condensed proposal that he proceeded to lay before the three. “As you already know, Diana and I are going to get married. Until then, we’ll be your guardians if required, but once we’re wed, your father has given us permission to formally adopt you.” He looked from one bright face to the other, eventually landing on Evelyn’s. “That will make you our children in everyone’s eyes.” He paused, again looking from face to face. “Will that be all right with you?”

      Roland asked, “Does that mean we’ll become Cynsters, too? Properly and forever?”

      Toby nodded and raised Diana’s hand. “Just as, when we wed, Diana will become a Cynster, too. Properly and forever.”

      “So you’ll truly be our papa, and Mama will be our real mama?” The light in Bryce’s eyes made it plain what answer he wished to hear.

      Toby grinned and obliged. “Yes, exactly.”

      “Yes!” Evelyn shrieked and flung up her hands and threw herself at Diana.

      Laughing, Diana caught her up in her arms and hugged her tightly.

      Echoing their sister’s enthusiasm, the boys launched themselves at Toby.

      With Helga and Bruno watching in benevolent approval from the shade of a nearby tree, with Toby and Diana laughing and the children shrieking with joy, they ended up dancing in a circle beside the pond.

      In the aftermath of their fraught journey, all was well-nigh perfect in their world.
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        * * *

      

      Eventually, with all of them still smiling fit to burst, they returned to the house and allowed Gallagher and the footmen to serve them luncheon.

      Afterward, the children, patently intent on embracing their new life, set out to explore further under the watchful eye of Helga and Bruno, aided by the head groom. The children had thought to ask where their new family would live and had been delighted to learn that Fellows Hall would be their home.

      On returning to the drawing room, Diana and Toby seized the moment to inform Gallagher of their decision regarding the children and their future lives and, under his gentle supervision, were introduced to the rest of the household, stable, and grounds staff.

      Subsequently, Diana went off with Mrs. Gallagher to organize rooms and approve the menu for dinner that evening.

      Meanwhile, Toby found his way to the study. Apparently, there having been no gentleman in residence, the room had sat unused for years, yet nevertheless, the chamber had been kept dust-free as if in expectation of the imminent arrival of its next occupant.

      Toby had settled in the leather-covered chair behind the large desk, then summoned Gallagher and had a longer chat with the butler. It transpired that the local solicitor whose office was in Winstead village served as agent for the estate and would be the best source of information regarding the property. As Toby had assumed, Gallagher appreciated learning that Toby was a significantly and independently wealthy gentleman, and therefore, the staff’s positions at the house and on the estate were assured.

      “Indeed,” Toby added, his vision still expanding to take in the scope of this new reality, “I would imagine we’ll be adding more staff in the not-too-distant future.”

      That comment, more than any other, allayed Gallagher’s understandable concerns.

      After dismissing the man, Toby sat and pondered, then went in search of Diana.

      He found her in the family parlor at the rear of the house. She was standing before a wide bay window and looking out over a stretch of lawn. The quality of the smile on her face told him what—or rather, whom—she was looking at even before he halted beside her and followed her gaze to the children, who were romping in that fashion that declared that—at least in that moment—they had not a care in the world.

      Toby studied the bright, laughing faces and heard the confidence ringing in their piping voices. After a moment, he murmured, “Getting here, to this particular moment in time and space, was worth every second of difficulty and angst.”

      Diana’s smile widened. “I agree.” A second passed, then she added, “I think that’s why I’m so amazed at Adrian’s insight. This entire situation is one he pulled all sorts of strings to create, and for me, at least, it’s like suddenly finding myself living the dream I hadn’t even realized I had.”

      Toby looked out at the children and simply stated, “Amen.”
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      Four days later, Toby ushered Diana and the children over the threshold of Wolverstone House in Grosvenor Square.

      To the very correct butler, who knew him well, Toby said, “No need to announce us, Hamilton. I take it the marquess is in the study.”

      “Indeed, sir.” Hamilton busied himself relieving Diana of her coat and bonnet, then accepted Toby’s hat and cane. Somewhat surprisingly, Hamilton unbent enough to smile at the children. “Should I, perhaps, bring in refreshments?”

      Immediately, the three adopted their most angelic but starving looks.

      Envisioning the children eating cake in the hallowed sanctity of Drake’s study, Toby grinned. “Why not? But give us ten minutes or so first.”

      “As you wish, sir.” Hamilton bowed.

      Toby steered the children and Diana down a corridor. He was dying to see how Drake would respond to the news they, as a group, had to impart.

      They paused outside the study door, and he looked at the three faces turned up to his and mouthed, “Ready?”

      All three nodded.

      He briefly met Diana’s eyes, then rapped on the door.

      “Come” was the response in Drake’s deep voice.

      Toby opened the door. “Good morning, Drake.” He ushered the children and Diana ahead of him into the room, then shut the door.

      Seated behind his desk, Drake had been writing, but had glanced up, then slowly sat straighter, the pen suspended, forgotten, in his hand. “You’re back.”

      “Clearly.” Toby gestured to Diana. “Allow me to present Miss Diana Locke, whom you dispatched me to escort from Vienna.”

      Drake set aside his pen and came to his feet. He circled the desk, took the hand Diana offered, and half bowed. “My condolences, Miss Locke. Word rather belatedly reached us of your father’s death.” He glanced uncertainly at the children. “I hope it wasn’t occasioned by his connection with us.”

      Retrieving her hand, Diana inclined her head. “I regret to say it might have been, but”—she glanced at Toby—“it seems we’ll never know either way.”

      “I see.” Drake was clearly distracted by the children, who had lined up before Toby and Diana and were regarding him with open curiosity.

      Toby glanced at Evelyn’s curly head. “But we’re here to deliver the oh-so-important dispatches.”

      That was Evelyn’s cue. She seized it, stepped toward Drake, and held up Rupert the Bear. “Rupert was the c-c-courier.” She managed to get out the word. “He carried the papers all the way from Vienna in his tummy. See?” She turned the stuffed toy and showed Drake the now-open seam along the bear’s spine, then pushed her little hand inside and drew out the packet of dispatches.

      Drake blinked.

      Evelyn went on, “Mama and Papa said we have to give you the papers, so here they are.” When Drake, thrown off balance by that Mama and Papa, simply stared, she added as if to clarify the matter for him, “They’re the ones from Vienna, where we used to live.”

      Toby hid a huge grin; he had never seen Drake so completely at sea.

      Evelyn held the papers out, and still blinking in bemusement, Drake accepted them and added a small bow. “Thank you, Miss…?” He shot a questioning look at Toby.

      Unable to conceal his grin any longer, Toby allowed it to break across his face. “Miss Evelyn Fellows, shortly to be Miss Evelyn Cynster.”

      That rocked Drake back on his heels.

      Stunned, he looked from Toby to Diana to the children.

      But Evelyn had lost interest in Drake and, instead, looked at Diana. “Can we sew Rupert up now?”

      Diana smiled. “When we return to the other house, we’ll repair Rupert, and he’ll be as good as new.”

      Evelyn looked up at Drake again. “Rupert also helped stop the bad man with the gun in the alley, the one who was going to shoot our friend Eva. But Rupert flew at the man’s face, and then Eva shot the man dead.” The last phrase was delivered with Evelyn’s characteristic bloodthirstiness.

      Drake blinked again, then set the dispatches down on his desk and, rather weakly, waved to the chairs grouped before the study hearth. “Perhaps we might all sit down, and you can tell me about your journey.”

      Before any of them could move, the door swung open, and Drake’s wife, Louisa, marched in, closely followed by Toby’s sister, Pru, and his cousins Therese and Antonia.

      Louisa’s gaze fixed on the children. “There they are!” Over her shoulder to the other ladies, she said, “I told you there had to be children somewhere in Hamilton’s domain. Nothing else puts that particular smile on his face.” Satisfied that she’d hunted down the reason for Hamilton’s apparently telltale smile, she raised her green gaze to Diana’s face. “Hello.” Louisa held out her hand. “I’m Louisa—Drake’s wife and Toby’s cousin.”

      “And I’m Toby’s older sister, Pru.” Pru, then Therese and Antonia, lined up to introduce themselves to Diana.

      Having been warned by Toby that something of the sort might occur, Diana coped with the sudden influx with commendable calm.

      Of course, Pru being Pru, she immediately went on to introduce herself to the children, as did Therese and Antonia.

      “But what are you all doing in here?” Louisa asked.

      Evelyn promptly held up Rupert and told her story again.

      After that, there was no chance in the universe that the four ladies would consent to being excluded from a complete recitation of their adventures.

      Drake looked less than pleased, but Louisa and the other ladies ignored him and bore Diana, the children, and the hero of the hour, Rupert the Bear, off to the drawing room, leaving Toby and Drake no option but to trail along as well.

      “Best if we tell all of you the whole tale in one sitting,” Toby murmured to Drake. “It’ll save us from having to repeat it.”

      Drake shot him an intrigued and speculative look. “Whole?”

      Still smiling rather inanely at his new family, Toby amended, “Well, as much as you need to hear.”

      Drake huffed, but followed Toby into the large drawing room.

      They all sat, and Louisa called for a tea tray, which pleased the children. The tray promptly arrived, along with a second tray with glasses of milk and plates of cakes and biscuits borne in by Hamilton, who had clearly been waiting for the request. The children beamed their thanks at Hamilton, then settled about the low table and addressed themselves to the fare.

      Louisa poured for the adults, and the cups were passed around.

      Once all were supplied with suitable sustenance and the children were distracted, Toby suggested that Diana start their tale with the unexpected death of her father.

      Despite the lingering sadness the memories brought, Diana discovered that all that had transpired since had dulled her sorrow. Her father had wanted her to live life to the full, and now that she had so much to look forward to, she could look back on losing him with a degree of acceptance. Life moved inexorably on, and now she had Toby and the children and the family they would create to fill her life.

      Toby took up the tale, relating how he had come to meet the Fellows family and how Adrian Fellows had proposed a trade of sorts. “It was the perfect way to get out of Vienna. We lost the Prussians entirely, and it was just bad luck that the Austrians summoned Heinrik back and set him on our trail. He was clever enough to guess that I might have opted to travel by a less-obvious route and, again by sheer luck, stumbled across us.”

      Between them, she and Toby described the various segments of the journey—the carriage ride out of Vienna, the train journeys, the driving through the countryside in a cart—largely glossing over their time on San Giulio. That masquerading as a family had made it easier for them to pass unremarked was a constant theme throughout their narrative. The tale of having to seek refuge with livestock, including goats, in order to avoid their pursuers brought grins and teasing comments for Toby, while the mad dash from Cuneo had Pru and Drake nodding understandingly.

      Their retelling of the clash in the dockside alley in Marseille brought the ladies to the edges of their seats.

      “Good heavens!” Pru exclaimed, looking at the children. “You have been having adventures in truth.”

      The three grinned at her, their undimmed happiness on show.

      Diana remembered to mention that, in the alley, they were sure that Eva had realized that the dispatches were concealed inside Rupert. “But nevertheless, she handed the bear back to Evelyn.”

      Toby glanced at Drake. “In return for them standing down and getting out of our way—not that they had all that much choice, yet them withdrawing from the field did make life easier for us—Heinrik suggested that you might see your way to sharing at least the gist of what’s in the dispatches.”

      Drake’s brows rose. “Once I’ve read the documents, I’ll consider it.”

      “After that,” Toby said, “we left Duncan’s men to tidy up and got on board, and the voyage itself was something of an anticlimax.”

      Diana smiled. “If I might add, that was a welcome relief.”

      “But…” Her eyes narrowing, Therese glanced from Diana to Toby and back again. “That’s not the end of the story. You’ve been back in England for how long? And have you taken the children to their great-aunt yet?”

      “As to that…” Toby reached across and took Diana’s hand. He met her eyes and smiled encouragingly, then looked at the assembled ladies. “Diana has done me the honor of agreeing to be my wife.”

      “Excellent!” came from Louisa.

      “Wonderful!” Therese’s eyes lit up. “The whole family will be thrilled!”

      “Indeed.” Smiling, Antonia nodded approvingly. “And I can see that you’re a good match.”

      Although she was smiling widely, Pru snorted. “At least you’ve seen him in his natural element, so you know what you’re letting yourself in for.” She leant across and cuffed Toby’s shoulder. “Congratulations! And about time!”

      Laughing, Drake offered his congratulations as well, and the next minutes went in exclamations and questions and observations.

      It was Therese who asked, “When do you plan to wed?”

      Smiling herself, with a glance at Toby, Diana replied, “We thought as soon as possible. We have no reason to wait.”

      “However”—Toby’s gaze strayed to the children—“we have at least three reasons to tie the knot expeditiously.”

      “But you must have an engagement ball first,” Louisa declared. She shared a determined look with Antonia, Pru, and Therese, all of whom emphatically agreed. Louisa turned to Toby. “You are the last of our Cynster generation to front the altar, and”—she switched her gaze to Diana—“I have to warn you that there is no way under the heavens that you will avoid having a major event as your engagement ball, and as for your wedding, that will be—will have to be—a massive and spectacular affair.”

      “It’s because Toby’s the last, you see,” Antonia explained. “After he marries, there will be no more Cynster weddings and engagement balls until our children grow old enough, and that’s what?” She looked at the others. “A decade away at least.”

      “It’s one last hurrah for our generation.” Pru raised her teacup in a toast. “You and Toby might be the last wedding in our long and fruitful series, but your wedding will also be a celebration of all those that came before.”

      “For the Cynsters,” Louisa stated, “it’s the end of a cycle, and all of the family will be keen to celebrate that as well.”

      Toby bent a resigned look on a smiling and transparently entertained Diana. “I told you how it would be.”

      “It’ll be St. George’s for the wedding, of course,” Therese stated to the room in general.

      “With the engagement ball at St. Ives House, and the wedding breakfast there as well.” Louisa’s expression had grown thoughtful, her fingers tapping on the arm of her chair.

      “Before you race on and arrange everything,” Toby said, “we’ve only this morning broken the news to Mama and Papa, so I suggest that the four of you call on Mama this afternoon and see what thoughts she has.”

      Pru turned to Diana. “And Diana. It’s her wedding, too, after all.”

      Diana laughed. “I have very little family still alive, much less in London. I’m sure whatever you ladies think will suit will satisfy me.”

      “No, no, no!” Toby waved his hands. “Don’t encourage them to take over. Because they will.”

      Drake looked mock-horrified. “Much as it pains me to admit it, Toby’s right. You don’t want to give them free rein. You have no idea what might ensue.”

      Louisa, Antonia, Therese, and Pru all looked down their noses at Toby and Drake.

      “Of course we’ll consult with Diana over every detail,” Louisa stated.

      Pru nodded. “The whole point is that it will be her wedding and not just Toby’s.”

      “Indeed.” Therese nodded as if there was nothing more to be said on that score and shifted her gaze to the children, who had been listening to the adults with open interest. Therese smiled. “You three have been very good, being quiet amid all our noise. Now”—she raised her gaze and fixed it on Toby and Diana—“what about this great-aunt of theirs? Is she able to look after them?”

      “She can’t, because she’s dead,” Evelyn said.

      “Dead?” Louisa stared.

      Toby leapt in to explain the bare facts of the children’s situation, ending with, “So as soon as Diana and I can arrange it—presumably as soon as we’ve tied the knot—with their late father’s blessing, we’ll legally adopt our three intrepid youngsters.”

      Diana was smiling at the children. “And then we’ll live at Fellows Hall and be a proper family, which is what we all want.”

      “Yes!” came from three young throats. The children’s delighted and expectant expressions declared their full and comprehensive agreement.

      Pru slumped back in her chair. She looked at Diana, then at the children, and lastly at Toby, and shook her head. “This is so like you. You wait to the very last, then you leap over all the hard steps and end with an instant family!”

      For a moment, the others stared at her—at the mock-disgruntled expression that only a put-upon elder sibling could manage—then everyone dissolved into unrestrained laughter.
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      Toby and Diana were married on a pleasant day in late October. Despite the season, the sun chose to shine, and the breeze, although cool, was playful.

      Their engagement ball had been held a bare week after they’d arrived in London and announced their intention to wed. More than five hundred guests had crowded into the massive ballroom of St. Ives House, the Grosvenor Square residence of the Duke of St. Ives, the head of the Cynster family.

      The event had been such a glittering affair, so packed with the titled, the famous, and the powerful, that Diana had known a moment’s qualm. She was an untitled nobody from a family with little standing; would these people accept her as Toby’s wife?

      The question had been overwhelmingly answered by the genuine warmth with which every last person, family or otherwise, had embraced her. She’d finally realized that Pru and Meg, Toby’s sisters, had told her nothing more than the bald truth, namely that the entire ton had been convinced that Toby would never marry. As Pru had put it, that he would never find the lady to whom he would give his heart.

      That Diana was that lady was a point that Toby, by word and deed, had made abundantly clear, and consequently, she was accepted and welcomed to the family as akin to a savior and drawn into their circles with wide-open arms.

      She’d found her feet in the whirling social throng, primarily through becoming firm friends with Pru, Meg, and Toby’s sister-in-law, Addie. Their support had bolstered her through the intervening weeks, and their children had readily accepted the Fellows three into their family group.

      The wedding ceremony was attended by all who could find space in St. George’s Church on Hanover Square and was the culmination of weeks of frenetic yet pleasurable and heartening interactions and herculean efforts on many ladies’ parts. Diana had been touched when, as she had no near relatives on whom to call, Drake had offered to walk her down the aisle, pointing out that it was at his instigation that Toby had gone to Vienna and met her. She’d accepted with relief and gratitude and had laughed at Drake’s attempts to take credit for finding a match for Toby, the until-now-recalcitrant Cynster.

      Naturally, the Fellows children had their places in the wedding party. Evelyn was a flower girl, along with Pru’s youngest daughter, Philomena, and Meg’s oldest daughter, May Augusta, with the three younger girls watched over by Nicholas and Addie’s oldest daughter, Julia Rose, while Roland and Bryce served as trainbearers.

      Pru, Meg, and Addie were Diana’s matrons of honor, while their husbands made up the line of Toby’s groomsmen. The entire party was so striking and handsome, the onlookers literally sighed.

      Yet when Diana and Toby met before the altar, she had eyes only for him, and he, too, seemed to see nothing beyond her face.

      In that moment as their fingers twined, and together, they turned to face the altar, there was only them, with the rest of the congregation reduced to a softly murmuring background.

      They exchanged their vows in clear, strong voices, the implication that they viewed this event as merely a necessary step in formalizing the life they both wanted and were determined to have—and largely, already shared—ringing out, crystal clear.

      Finally, Toby got his wish and replaced the old ring Diana had worn throughout their charade with a finely wrought gold ring of his own. As he slipped the band onto her finger, their gazes locked, sharing that moment of triumphant achievement—of reaching their goal.

      The first important goal in their new joint life.

      The service, planned and orchestrated by their panel of lady supporters, continued without a hitch, much less any stumble, and then they were pronounced man and wife, and Toby drew her to him and kissed her.

      Diana kissed him back with joy and delight and so much love filling her heart.

      As they reluctantly ended the caress, she looked into his eyes and knew her own were glowing with emotion. “This,” she murmured, so quietly only he would hear, “was meant to be.”

      His lips curved gently. “Fated. I was, thank God, fated to find you.”

      For an instant, they shared a look filled with devotion and love, then the rest of the world returned, rejoicing, and with smiles wreathing their faces and joy in their eyes, they turned to accept the congratulations that rained upon them.

      Despite the unquestionable power of the ladies organizing all, a full hour passed before they managed to leave the church and were once again walking into the St. Ives House ballroom, this time for their wedding breakfast.

      All those assembled stood and applauded and cheered as, beaming widely, they walked down the length of the long room to the raised table at its end.

      In all that followed—through the congratulations, the speeches, the shared food and wine, the dancing—the element of family in all its many guises and manifestations invested and imbued every moment, threading through each interaction like a ribbon linking the ages, anchoring and connecting and strengthening and supporting.

      Perhaps because she’d never before in her life encountered anything like it, Diana saw it all, was conscious of each and every aspect and, perhaps more than anyone else there, recognized and appreciated its true value.

      This is what I want our family to have.

      To seize, to hold, to value and protect.

      The Cynsters embodied that to their core. They didn’t consciously think of it; they simply lived it.

      Family was the link that connected past, present, and future. It was the thread that linked every person in that huge room.

      The power of that—of family built from and raised in love—was unconquerable.

      As, hand in hand with Toby, Diana moved among the guests, old and young, from near and far, who had gathered to wish them well, she felt the anchoring reality of family thrumming all around her.

      The children—the Fellows three already absorbed into the larger Cynster brood—had formed a long snaking line and were weaving through the knots of guests, laughing and calling and even singing as they went. From various comments Diana overheard, she gathered this was a family tradition, almost a rite of passage for the youngsters.

      All around the room, there were babes-in-arms being cooed over by older ladies and gentlemen who could no longer join the dancers. By now, Diana had met everyone at least once, including the babies, but Therese and Louisa, assisted by Pru and Meg, nevertheless came to claim her for a stroll around the older members of the family.

      “They like to hear what we and our families are up to,” Pru explained.

      “And we always try to give them something to exclaim over and talk about,” Meg added.

      “They,” Louisa declared, “are our repository of family knowledge, so we need to keep them up to date and apprised of our latest developments.”

      The first ancient lady they led Diana to was the Dowager Duchess of St. Ives, who was surrounded by others of her generation, including Toby’s grandmother, whom Diana had come to know quite well. Consequently, she was unsurprised by the gentle queries as to whether she and Toby, having more or less inherited a family, were intending to add to it with children of their own. She assured them that was their fondest hope and was touched by how much that pleased the older ladies and the older gentlemen, too.

      “They love hearing about our children,” Meg informed her as they moved on.

      “One might almost say it keeps them young,” Therese said, “knowing that the generations are rolling ever on.”

      “And that there will, therefore, always be some Cynster, somewhere, doing something rash,” Louisa stated, and they all laughed.

      On the other side of the ballroom, Toby stood near the wall and looked out over the throng. He located Diana, laughing with his sisters and Therese and Louisa, then scanned the smaller folk until he spotted Evelyn, then Bryce and Roland, all part of a group of children playing some sort of dancing game and, incidentally, entertaining a clutch of older relatives.

      The family was now so large and widespread, the wedding breakfast had, of necessity, been limited to family and connections only. That meant that everyone had let down their guard and were enjoying themselves without reservation, given that everyone there more or less owed fealty to the clan.

      As he looked at his family—his wife, the three he already thought of as his children, and the wider rambunctious horde—Toby felt a welling pride in this entity his ancestors had created and inwardly admitted that marrying and thus stepping into the whole, becoming a real part of it, had been not just the right thing to do but something he had needed to do.

      Because he was a Cynster, and family was at his core.

      The concept had nurtured him, guided and supported him, and would until his dying day.

      This was who he truly was. A family man.

      A man with a family of his own.

      His cousin Christopher appeared beside him. “Well,” Christopher drawled, grinning, “you’ve finally tripped and fallen. About time.”

      “Indeed.” Gregory, Christopher’s brother, joined them. “Long past time, but you seem to have managed to leap several steps and ended with a ready-made family.”

      Others ambled up—Martin, Christopher and Gregory’s younger brother, and Devlin, Therese’s husband, as well as several others, Drake, Sebastian, Antonia’s husband, Nicholas, and Drago, Meg’s husband, among them.

      Toby had been a part of such a gathering at every wedding of those of his generation, when the males had come together to predict which Cynster would be next to fall.

      “This is the end of an era,” Sebastian, the eldest of their generation, stated. “There are no more of us to fall to Fate. Each and every one of us has surrendered.”

      Christopher chuckled. “That sounds as if we should feel cast down, yet instead, we’re all smiling smugly.”

      “Indeed.” Drake clapped Toby on the shoulder. “You’ve almost always been correct in predicting to whom Fate would next turn her eye. So where to from here?”

      Toby looked out over the room, then shook his head. “Fate is finished with the Cynsters for now. From here on, it’s up to us to consolidate and build on what she’s wrought.”

      The others pondered that, then Sebastian nodded. “That’s a good direction for us going forward.”

      “To the future,” Christopher murmured as if it was a toast, and the others all echoed the sentiment.

      “Incidentally”—Sebastian glanced at Toby—“just so you know we’ve noticed, we’re all experiencing a degree of awe. After resisting Fate’s siren song for so long, that in finally surrendering, you’ve nevertheless managed to put your own inimitable stamp on the occasion is rather staggering. No one else has married and furnished himself with an instant family. Only you.”

      Unsurprisingly, the observation brought a host of teasing comments down on Toby’s head.

      He bore the ribbing with a wide smile, given it was transparently obvious that every one of his familial peers was quietly impressed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The wedding breakfast continued, with the entire room blanketed in a hum of conversation, but finally, Toby’s mother, Flick, found Diana and Toby amid the crowd and informed them that, if they wished to take their leave, they would be allowed to do so.

      They fell on the suggestion with alacrity.

      “While this has been a wonderful day”—Diana grasped Flick’s hands and gratefully pressed her fingers—“I can’t wait to get home.”

      Beside her, Toby nodded. “To Fellows Hall, so we can start our new life there.”

      Unsurprised, Flick beamed. “With these darling children.” She beckoned, and Evelyn, Bryce, and Roland came forward from where they’d been lurking in Flick’s wake. “They tell me that they’ve had a wonderful time,” Toby’s mother, soon to be the children’s grandmother, said, “but now, they’re tired and want to go home.”

      Her face tipped up to theirs, Evelyn asked, “Can we?”

      Toby smiled and ruffled her curls. “Yes. It’s time.”

      The three brightened, and Diana drew them closer, then waved to Pru, Meg, Therese, and Louisa. Addie was nearby. The five had become Diana’s closest friends, so taking her leave of them spanned some minutes, involving the exchange of promises to write and the floating of possible meetings and visits.

      Meanwhile, Toby signaled to his brother and brothers-in-law, and the four men gathered and shook hands, with the others wishing Toby and Diana well. Nicholas and Addie planned to travel down to Fellows Hall in a few weeks so that Nicholas and Toby could review the logistics of Toby managing the Cynster breeding stable from Hampshire, and Meg and Drago intended to visit soon after.

      With their personal farewells completed, Toby and Diana found a phalanx of Cynster ladies waiting to usher them to the ballroom door and thence to a room where Diana could change out of her delicate wedding gown and into a carriage dress more appropriate for driving into Hampshire.

      The children and Toby waited, not exactly patiently, and as soon as Diana emerged, as a group embarking on their next adventure, they headed for the stairs.

      They started down to see a congregation of female connections clustered expectantly on the tiles of the front hall below, and nothing loath, Diana flung her bouquet, which was caught by a young lady whom Toby knew only as a descendent of the redoubtable Lady Osbaldestone.

      He smiled and nodded and steered his family past, toward the open doorway that, to him, Diana, and the children, signified the path to their future.

      They were surrounded by family as they walked to and through the open doors into mild sunshine.

      Beside Toby, Diana paused on the front porch. She glanced at the children, who had halted before them, and saw that all three were beaming, proud, happy, and confident in their new roles.

      Family streamed past to take up positions on the steps. A crowd of locals, servants from the great houses surrounding the square, and others who had noticed a ton event being held and had paused to witness the spectacle eagerly thronged on the other side of the wrought iron railings that bordered the paved forecourt before the old house.

      At the bottom of the steps, an elegant curricle drawn by four beautiful black horses stood waiting.

      The children took one look, then glanced back at Toby and Diana, and at their nods, the trio beamed and rushed down the steps to claim their seats.

      Diana was about to follow when Toby, scanning the crowd, put a hand on her arm.

      “Wait. Look!”

      She glanced at him, then followed his gaze to where, at the edge of the watching crowd, a lady in a familiar topaz-colored coat and matching hat stood arm in arm with a handsome man. The man’s hat brim shaded his features, but the lady had seen them and smiled and waved.

      After attracting their attention, Eva waggled the fingers of her left hand, and sunlight blazed off a faceted stone.

      “Oh!” Diana glanced at Toby, then smiling, looked back and waved. “They’re engaged!”

      Eva laughed and blew them a kiss.

      According to Drake, Heinrik and Eva had decided to retire from their previous occupations and had sought refuge in England. After soliciting Toby’s opinion, Drake had arranged for Heinrik and Eva to disappear into the seething mass of London’s population, with the proviso that Heinrik continued to provide certain consultative skills to Drake and his minions in Whitehall.

      Smiling delightedly, Toby shook his head. “Who would have thought Heinrik would succumb to Fate, too?”

      Diana laughed, but when she looked back, both Heinrik and Eva had vanished.

      “Come, my love.” Toby gripped her hand. “Our future awaits—along with three impatient children.”

      Diana looked and saw the expressions on the children’s faces and laughed and, with Toby, went quickly down the steps.

      Rice rained down on them, and good wishes filled the air.

      Toby helped her into the curricle and followed, then with Evelyn between them and Roland and Bryce on the bench behind, Toby picked up the reins and nodded to the groom to release the horses, then flourished his whip and set the four powerful beasts trotting.

      He drove them neatly out of the drive, then turned the team onto the road, and they set off at a good pace, into the rest of their lives.
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        * * *

      

      Eleven months later…

      

      Diana lay back in the well-padded deck chair and looked out over the gardens of the Villa Giordano to the placid waters of Lake Orta.

      This time, their journey to the island had been accomplished without rush, without constantly looking over their shoulders and worrying about pursuit.

      She sighed and relaxed even further, settling the well-swaddled bundle of Thaddeus Adrian Cynster, her and Toby’s infant son, in the crook of her arm.

      This trip was by way of a delayed honeymoon. When, before their wedding, Toby had asked where she would like to spend that special time, she’d instantly thought of the island.

      In her mind, it figured as their magical place.

      That remembered magic had awaited them when they’d finally arrived. The peace and serenity of the island community had embraced them in a way she couldn’t quite define.

      That it had taken them eleven months to actually get there testified to the demands of setting up their new family. The boys had had to be enrolled in the nearby grammar school, at least until they were old enough to go to Eton. Toby had also hired a tutor to help them retain and develop the facility for speaking Austrian and German that the boys and even Evelyn already possessed.

      Even though Helga remained as their principal nursemaid, there had been a governess to employ for Evelyn and two other maids and more footmen to keep up with the children’s needs.

      Then there had been the stable, the horses and ponies, and the necessary stablemen and grooms, and the riding lessons that Toby had conducted for the three eager children.

      Meanwhile, Diana had been kept busy organizing the children’s rooms, the schoolroom, and finally, the nursery. Fellows Hall hadn’t accommodated children over the past decades, and although the staff were plainly delighted to have children about the house again, their presence demanded adjustments and additions at every level from the kitchen to the linen closet.

      And even with the backing of the powerful Cynster clan, it had taken months to advance the adoption papers through the courts, but now, finally, the children were truly Cynsters.

      Once that had been made official, it had, at last, seemed the right time to return to Italy and the island and the warmth and friendship of the Giordanos and the rest of the island community.

      Diana turned her head to the left, to where, on the lawn, little Dominica Barbero was playing dolls with Evelyn. Shifting her gaze farther, Diana took in the row of five narrow male backs lined up along the seawall. Pietro, Franco, and Enrico had been delighted to learn that Roland and Bryce were back, and the five were now fishing, much more quietly and seriously than had been the case a year ago.

      Smiling to herself, she lay back and closed her eyes. Life was good. She and Toby now had four children, and they loved them all.

      Ten minutes later, Toby, having returned from a successful fishing expedition with Giovanni, wandered out of the house and halted on the patio.

      He drank in the sight of his wife cradling their equally somnolent son, then raised his gaze and took note of his other children playing and fishing.

      There were moments when he looked at them all and felt so intensely proud and blessed he could barely contain the emotion.

      Times when the reality of what family truly meant crashed through him.

      Finally, he had learned what his siblings and cousins had for so long tried to explain.

      Family mattered.

      It was a living, breathing entity and, to him, meant more than anything else in the world and always would.

      Of course, he’d known and accepted that about the Cynster family as a whole. What had taken him much longer to understand was that the crux of his personal happiness lay in having a wonderful, joyous family of his own.

      A family exactly like the one waiting for him today.

      With a smile wreathing his face, he walked forward to embrace it.
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        * * *
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        * * *

      

      Dear Reader,

      Toby’s story was always going to be about family. From his earliest years, family surrounded him to the point he more or less took for granted the advantages a strong, loving and supporting family bestowed. Yet he always valued those strengths and advantages—it seemed to me that he simply never focused on the need to secure those for himself. He had to have his eyes opened—to what he truly valued and what he therefore needed—and a bossy female accustomed to being a doctor’s nurse and a trio of curious and adventurous children, all placed under Toby’s protection while, as a group, they flee murderous pursuers, seemed just the right challenge to achieve that.

      In many ways, writing Toby’s story took me down memory lane in exploring the aspects of family life that have underpinned all the Cynster family novels. This work seemed a fitting end, at least in a chronological sense, to the evolution of the wider Cynster family series.

      And then there was all the traveling through Europe by highways and byways—I did have fun researching that, especially Isola San Giulio.

      But yes, Toby and Diana’s story brings us to the end—for now—of the Cynster Next Generation novels. Will there be more? Who can say? I have several ideas brewing—for Julia, Carter, and Calvin to name a few—but whether and when I will get to writing them is anyone’s guess.

      If you enjoyed following this final chapter in the Cynster Next Generation novels and feel so inclined, please do leave a review here . I’m grateful for all such support.

      I’m now shifting gears to continue the Casebook of Barnaby Adair novels. He, Penelope, and Stokes have been in my mental wings, champing at the bit to get back onto the page in another group of mysteries for some considerable time. The latest entry is titled The Meriwell Legacy and will be released in July, 2024. At present, my plan is to continue the series with several more novels, all of which have been brewing for years. So more to look forward to there.

      Until next time, I’ll sign off with my very best wishes for lots more happy reading!

      

      Stephanie.
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        COMING NEXT:

      

        

      
        THE MERIWELL LEGACY

        Casebook of Barnaby Adair #8

        To be released in July, 2024.

      

        

      
        Nurse Veronica Haskell is too experienced to miss the signs of foul play when her employer collapses at the dining table. She is quick to call in her associate, Dr. David Sanderson of Harley Street, to verify her suspicions. On receiving Veronica’s missive, David trusts her professional judgment enough to immediately notify Scotland Yard of the possible murder of a peer. Delegated to deal with the case, Inspector Basil Stokes—at the direction of the police commissioner—requests the assistance of the Honorable Mr. Barnaby Adair and his wife Penelope in unraveling the mystery, one they discover is all about legacies on so many levels.

      

        

      
        Available for pre-order by April, 2024.

      

      

      

      
        
        RECENTLY RELEASED:

      

        

      
        MISS PRIM AND THE DUKE OF WYLDE

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #14

      

        

      
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens explores what happens when Fate tosses two people who had no intention of marrying each other into the hothouse of a noble betrothal under the avid eyes of the ton.

        A gentleman seeking a suitable wife is forced by Fate and unhelpful circumstance to become engaged to a lady who had no idea that in selflessly assisting him she was auditioning for that part.

      

      

      In the leadup to her tenth Season, Meg Cynster—known to the ton’s eligible bachelors as Miss Prim—takes to the country to ponder the question: If not marriage, then what? She has yet to find an answer when she comes upon a supremely elegant curricle, drawn by a pair of high-spirited horses presided over by an unconscious gentleman. Others present know where he’s staying, but can’t manage the horses. With no real choice, Meg accepts the responsibility and drives the gentleman home. Unfortunately, he’s too inebriated to just leave, so she rouses him enough to help him inside.

      But then others arrive, and Meg learns the gentleman is none other than Drago Helmsford, the notorious Duke of Wylde—and in order to protect her reputation, she and Drago are forced to declare that they are engaged.

      Although a shocking surprise for everyone, by all measures, the match is highly desirable. Meg and Drago have no option but to allow the engagement to stand until the end of the Season, when they can quietly call it off. Consequently, they have to keep the fact that their engagement is a sham an absolute secret from everyone, including all members of their families.

      Through the ensuing whirl of the Season, with all eyes focused avidly on them, they duly pretend to be an affianced couple—roles that, to their surprise, come to them remarkably easily. With every member of their families and all the powerful in society being unrelentingly encouraging, both Meg and Drago, with eyes wide open, start to consider the possibility that marrying the other might just be the answer they’d each been seeking when they’d first met.

      Then accidents start happening and quickly escalate to attacks, and it becomes clear that someone is intent on preventing Meg from marrying Drago. Why is unclear, but with the threat hanging over them, the Cynsters and Helmsfords rally around to ensure Meg makes it to the altar. But even after the wedding, when Drago and Meg retreat to his estate, the attacks continue until, with their hearts and future on the line, Drago and Meg risk all in a gamble to expose the faceless villain and bring the ever-present danger to an end.

      

      
        
        A classic historical romance laced with intrigue set in the ton’s ballrooms and drawing rooms and in the green depths of the English countryside. A Cynster Next Generation novel. A full-length historical romance of 113,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt.

        Buy and Read MISS PRIM AND THE DUKE OF WYLDE

      

      

      
        
        MISS FLIBBERTIGIBBET AND THE BARBARIAN

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #13

      

        

      
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens returns with a story of two people thrown together on a journey of discovery that defines what each most want of life, love, and family.

      

        

      
        A gentleman wishing to buy a fabulous horse and a lady set on protecting her family find common ground while pursuing a thief who upends both of their plans.

      

      

      

      Nicholas Cynster rides up to Aisby Grange determined to secure the stallion known as The Barbarian for his family’s Thoroughbred breeding stable, only to be turned away by the owner’s daughter. Nicholas retreats, but is not about to be denied by any lady, no matter how startlingly beautiful and distracting.

      Lady Adriana Sommerville knows Nicholas will be back and resigns herself to having to manage his interaction with her aging father. She successfully negotiates that potential quagmire only, at the very last moment, to discover the horse is missing.

      Stunned, Addie insists on setting out in pursuit and is not so silly as to refuse Nicholas’s support.

      But as they follow on the heels of The Barbarian, their adventures and encounters open both their eyes to the prospect of a more enduring partnership. Yet before they can follow that trail farther and before they can lay hands on the horse, through shock after shock, their pursuit uncovers a complicated plot that strips away masks and rescripts everything Addie and her siblings thought they knew about the Sommerville family.

      
        
        A classic historical romance of adventure, discovery, and reconciliation set in the English countryside. A Cynster Next Generation novel. A full-length historical romance of 103,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt. (link to website excerpt)

        Buy and Read Miss Flibbertigibbet and The Barbarian

      

      

      
        
        THE TIME FOR LOVE

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #12

      

        

      
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens explores what happens when a gentleman intent on acquiring a business meets the unconventional lady-owner, only to discover that she is not the biggest or the most lethal hurdle they and the business face.

      

      

      Martin Cynster arrives at Carmichael Steelworks set on acquiring the business as the jewel in his industrialist’s crown, only to discover that the lady owner is not at all what he expected.

      Miss Sophia Carmichael learned about steelmaking at her father’s knee and, having inherited the major shareholding, sees no reason not to continue exactly as she is—running the steelworks and steadily becoming an expert in steel alloys. When Martin Cynster tracks her down, she has no option but to listen to his offer—until impending disaster on the steelworks floor interrupts.

      Consequently, she tries to dismiss Martin, but he’s persistent, and as he has now saved her life, gratitude compels her to hear him out. And day by day, as his understanding of her and the works grows, what he offers grows increasingly tempting, until a merger, both business-wise and personal, is very much on their cards.

      But a series of ever-escalating incidents makes it clear someone else has an eye on the steelworks. The quest to learn who and why leads Martin and Sophy into ever greater danger as, layer by layer, they uncover a diabolical scheme that, ultimately, will drain the lifeblood not just from the steelworks but from the city of Sheffield as well.

      
        
        A classic historical romance, incorporating adventure and intrigue, set in Sheffield. A Cynster Next Generation novel. A full-length historical romance of 100,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt.

        Buy and Read THE TIME FOR LOVE

      

      

      
        
        FOES, FRIENDS, AND LOVERS

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #11

      

        

      
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens returns with a tale of a gentleman seeking the road to fulfillment and a lady with a richly satisfying life but no certain future.

      

        

      
        A gentleman searching for a purpose in life sets out to claim his legacy, only to discover that instead of the country residence he’d expected, he’s inherited an eccentric community whose enterprises are overseen by a decidedly determined young lady who is disinclined to hand over the reins.

      

      

      Gregory Cynster arrives at the property willed to him by his great-aunt with the intention of converting Bellamy Hall into a quiet, comfortable, gentleman’s country residence, only to discover the Hall overrun by an eclectic collection of residents engaged in a host of business endeavors under the stewardship of a lady far too young to be managing such reins.

      With the other residents of the estate, Caitlin Fergusson has been planning just how to deal with the new owner, but coming face to face with Gregory Cynster throws her and everyone else off their stride. They’d anticipated a bored and disinterested gentleman who, once they’d revealed the income generated by the Hall’s community, would be content to leave them undisturbed.

      Instead, while Gregory appears the epitome of the London rake they’d expected him to be, they quickly learn he’s determined to embrace Bellamy Hall and all its works and claim ownership of the estate.

      While the other residents adjust their thinking, the burden of dealing daily with Gregory falls primarily on Caitlin’s slender shoulders, yet as he doggedly carves out a place for himself, Caitlin’s position as chatelaine-cum-steward seems set to grow redundant. But Caitlin has her own reasons for clinging to the refuge her position at Bellamy Hall represents.

      What follows is a dance of revelations, both of others and also of themselves, for Gregory, Caitlin, and the residents of Bellamy Hall. Yet even as they work out what their collective future might hold, a shadowy villain threatens to steal away everything they’ve created.

      
        
        A classic historical romance set in an artisanal community on a country estate. A Cynster Next Generation novel. A full-length historical romance of 118,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt.

        Buy and Read FOES, FRIENDS, AND LOVERS

      

      

      
        
        THE MEANING OF LOVE

        A spin-off from Lady Osbaldestone’s Christmas Chronicles

      

        

      
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens explores the strength of a fated love, one that was left in abeyance when the protagonists were too young, but that roars back to life when, as adults, they meet again.

      

        

      
        A lady ready and waiting to be deemed on the shelf has her transition into spinsterhood disrupted when the nobleman she’d once thought she loved returns to London and fate and circumstance conspire to force them to discover what love truly is and what it means to them.

      

      

      What happens when a love left behind doesn’t die?

      Melissa North had assumed that after eight years of not setting eyes on each other, her youthful attraction to—or was it infatuation with?—Julian Delamere, once Viscount Dagenham and now Earl of Carsely, would have faded to nothing and gasped its last. Unfortunately, during the intervening years, she’s failed to find any suitable suitor who measures up to her mark and is resigned to ending her days an old maid.

      Then she sees Julian across a crowded ballroom, and he sees her, and the intensity of their connection shocks her. She seizes the first chance that offers to flee, only to discover she’s jumped from the frying pan into the fire.

      Within twenty-four hours, she and Julian are the newly engaged toast of the ton.

      Julian has never forgotten Melissa. Now, having inherited the earldom, he must marry and is determined to choose his own bride. He’d assumed that by now, Melissa would be married to someone else, but apparently not. Consequently, he’s not averse to the path Fate seems to be steering them down.

      And, indeed, as they discover, enforced separation has made their hearts grow fonder, and the attraction between them flares even more intensely.

      However, it’s soon apparent that someone is intent on ensuring their married life is cut short in deadly fashion. Through a whirlwind courtship, a massive ton wedding, and finally, blissful country peace, they fend off increasingly dangerous, potentially lethal threats, until, together, they unravel the conspiracy that’s dogged their heels and expose the villain behind it all.

      

      
        
        A classic historical romance laced with murderous intrigue. A novel arising from the Lady Osbaldestone’s Christmas Chronicles. A full-length historical romance of 127,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt.

        Buy and Read THE MEANING OF LOVE

      

      

      
        
        THE SECRETS OF LORD GRAYSON CHILD

        Cynster Next Generation-Connected Novel

        (following on from The Games Lovers Play)

      

        

      
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens returns to the world of the Cynsters’ next generation with the tale of an unconventional nobleman and an equally unconventional noblewoman learning to love and trust again.

      

        

      
        A jilted noblewoman forced into a dual existence half in and half out of the ton is une

      

      

      
        
        expectedly confronted by the nobleman who left her behind ten years ago, but before either can catch their breaths, they trip over a murder and into a race to capture a killer.

      

      

      Lord Grayson Child is horrified to discover that The London Crier, a popular gossip rag, is proposing to expose his extraordinary wealth to the ton’s matchmakers, not to mention London’s shysters and Captain Sharps. He hies to London and corners The Crier’s proprietor—only to discover the paper’s owner is the last person he’d expected to see.

      Izzy—Lady Isadora Descartes—is flabbergasted when Gray appears in her printing works’ office. He’s the very last person she wants to meet while in her role as owner of The Crier, but there he is, as large as life, and she has to deal with him without giving herself away! She manages—just—and seizes on the late hour to put him off so she can work out what to do.

      But before leaving the printing works, she and he stumble across a murder, and all hell breaks loose.

      Izzy can only be grateful for Gray’s support as, to free them both of suspicion, they embark on a joint campaign to find the killer.

      Yet working side by side opens their eyes to who they each are now—both quite different to the youthful would-be lovers of ten years before. Mutual respect, affection, and appreciation grow, and amid the chaos of hunting a ruthless killer, they find themselves facing the question of whether what they’d deemed wrecked ten years before can be resurrected.

      Then the killer’s motive proves to be a treasonous plot, and with others, Gray and Izzy race to prevent a catastrophe, a task that ultimately falls to them alone in a situation in which the only way out is through selfless togetherness—only by relying on each other will they survive.

      
        
        A classic historical romance laced with crime and intrigue. A Cynster Next Generation-connected novel—a full-length historical romance of 115,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt.

        Buy and Read THE SECRETS OF LORD GRAYSON CHILD

      

      

      
        
        THE GAMES LOVERS PLAY

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #9

      

        

      
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens returns to the Cynsters’ next generation with an evocative tale of two people striving to overcome unusual hurdles in order to claim true love.

      

        

      
        A nobleman wedded to the lady he loves strives to overwrite five years of masterful pretence and open his wife’s eyes to the fact that he loves her as much as she loves him.

      

      

      Lord Devlin Cader, Earl of Alverton, married Therese Cynster five years ago. What he didn’t tell her then and has assiduously hidden ever since—for what seemed excellent reasons at the time—is that he loves her every bit as much as she loves him.

      For her own misguided reasons, Therese had decided that the adage that Cynsters always marry for love did not necessarily mean said Cynsters were loved in return. She accepted that was usually so, but being universally viewed by gentlemen as too managing, bossy, and opinionated, she believed she would never be loved for herself. Consequently, after falling irrevocably in love with Devlin, when he made it plain he didn’t love her yet wanted her to wife, she accepted the half love-match he offered, and once they were wed, set about organizing to make their marriage the very best it could be.

      Now, five years later, they are an established couple within the haut ton, have three young children, and Devlin is making a name for himself in business and political circles. There’s only one problem. Having attended numerous Cynster weddings and family gatherings and spent time with Therese’s increasingly married cousins, who with their spouses all embrace the Cynster ideal of marriage based on mutually acknowledged love, Devlin is no longer content with the half love-match he himself engineered. No fool, he sees and comprehends what the craven act of denying his love is costing both him and Therese and feels compelled to rectify his fault. He wants for them what all Therese’s married cousins enjoy—the rich and myriad benefits of marriages based on acknowledged mutual love.

      Love, he’s discovered, is too powerful a force to deny, leaving him wrestling with the conundrum of finding a way to convincingly reveal to Therese that he loves her without wrecking everything—especially the mutual trust—they’ve built over the past five years.

      

      
        
        A classic historical romance set amid the glittering world of the London haut ton. A Cynster Next Generation novel—a full-length historical romance of 110,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt

        Buy and Read THE GAMES LOVERS PLAY

      

      

      
        
        PREVIOUS CYNSTER NEXT GENERATION RELEASES:

      

      

      
        
        THE INEVITABLE FALL OF CHRISTOPHER CYNSTER

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #8

      

        

      
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens returns to the Cynsters’ next generation with a rollicking tale of smugglers, counterfeit banknotes, and two people falling in love.

      

        

      
        A gentleman hoping to avoid falling in love and a lady who believes love has passed her by are flung together in a race to unravel a plot that threatens to undermine the realm.

      

      

      Christopher Cynster has finally accepted that to have the life he wants, he needs a wife, but before he can even think of searching for the right lady, he’s drawn into an investigation into the distribution of counterfeit banknotes.

      London born and bred, Ellen Martingale is battling to preserve the fiction that her much-loved uncle, Christopher’s neighbor, still has his wits about him, but Christopher’s questions regarding nearby Goffard Hall trigger her suspicions. As her younger brother attends card parties at the Hall, she feels compelled to investigate.

      While Ellen appears to be the sort of frippery female Christopher abhors, he quickly learns that, in her case, appearances are deceiving. And through the twists and turns in an investigation that grows ever more serious and urgent, he discovers how easy it is to fall in love, while Ellen learns that love hasn’t, after all, passed her by.

      But then the villain steps from the shadows, and love’s strengths and vulnerabilities are put to the test—just as Christopher has always feared. Will he pass muster? Can they triumph? Or will they lose all they’ve so recently found?

      
        
        A historical romance with a dash of intrigue, set in rural Kent. A Cynster Next Generation novel—a full-length historical romance of 124,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt.

        Buy and Read THE INEVITABLE FALL OF CHRISTOPHER CYNSTER

      

      

      
        
        A CONQUEST IMPOSSIBLE TO RESIST

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #7

      

        

      
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens returns to the Cynsters’ next generation to bring you a thrilling tale of love, intrigue, and fabulous horses.

      

        

      
        A notorious rakehell with a stable of rare Thoroughbreds and a lady on a quest to locate such horses must negotiate personal minefields to forge a greatly desired alliance—one someone is prepared to murder to prevent.

      

      

      Prudence Cynster has turned her back on husband hunting in favor of horse hunting. As the head of the breeding program underpinning the success of the Cynster racing stables, she’s on a quest to acquire the necessary horses to refresh the stable’s breeding stock.

      On his estranged father’s death, Deaglan Fitzgerald, now Earl of Glengarah, left London and the hedonistic life of a wealthy, wellborn rake and returned to Glengarah Castle determined to rectify the harm caused by his father’s neglect. Driven by guilt that he hadn’t been there to protect his people during the Great Famine, Deaglan holds firm against the lure of his father’s extensive collection of horses and, leaving the stable to the care of his brother, Felix, devotes himself to returning the estate to prosperity.

      Deaglan had fallen out with his father and been exiled from Glengarah over his drive to have the horses pay their way. Knowing Deaglan’s wishes and that restoration of the estate is almost complete, Felix writes to the premier Thoroughbred breeding program in the British Isles to test their interest in the Glengarah horses.

      On receiving a letter describing exactly the type of horses she’s seeking, Pru overrides her family’s reluctance and sets out for Ireland’s west coast to visit the now-reclusive wicked Earl of Glengarah. Yet her only interest is in his horses, which she cannot wait to see.

      When Felix tells Deaglan that a P. H. Cynster is about to arrive to assess the horses with a view to a breeding arrangement, Deaglan can only be grateful. But then P. H. Cynster turns out to be a lady, one utterly unlike any other he’s ever met.

      Yet they are who they are, and both understand their world. They battle their instincts and attempt to keep their interactions businesslike, but the sparks are incandescent and inevitably ignite a sexual blaze that consumes them both—and opens their eyes.

      But before they can find their way to their now-desired goal, first one accident, then another distracts them. Someone, it seems, doesn’t want them to strike a deal. Who? Why?

      They need to find out before whoever it is resorts to the ultimate sanction.

      
        
        A historical romance with neo-Gothic overtones, set in the west of Ireland. A Cynster Next Generation novel—a full-length historical romance of 125,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt

        Buy and Read A CONQUEST IMPOSSIBLE TO RESIST

      

      

      
        
        The first volume of the Devil’s Brood Trilogy

        THE LADY BY HIS SIDE

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #4

      

        

      
        A marquess in need of the right bride. An earl’s daughter in search of a purpose. A betrayal that ends in murder and balloons into a threat to the realm.

      

      

      Sebastian Cynster knows time is running out. If he doesn’t choose a wife soon, his female relatives will line up to assist him. Yet the current debutantes do not appeal. Where is he to find the right lady to be his marchioness? Then Drake Varisey, eldest son of the Duke of Wolverstone, asks for Sebastian’s aid.

      Having assumed his father’s mantle in protecting queen and country, Drake must go to Ireland in pursuit of a dangerous plot. But he’s received an urgent missive from Lord Ennis, an Irish peer—Ennis has heard something Drake needs to know. Ennis insists Drake attends an upcoming house party at Ennis’s Kent estate so Ennis can reveal his information face-to-face.

      Sebastian has assisted Drake before and, long ago, had a liaison with Lady Ennis. Drake insists Sebastian is just the man to be Drake’s surrogate at the house party—the guests will imagine all manner of possibilities and be blind to Sebastian’s true purpose.

      Unsurprisingly, Sebastian is reluctant, but Drake’s need is real. With only more debutantes on his horizon, Sebastian allows himself to be persuaded.

      His first task is to inveigle Antonia Rawlings, a lady he has known all her life, to include him as her escort to the house party. Although he’s seen little of Antonia in recent years, Sebastian is confident of gaining her support.

      Eldest daughter of the Earl of Chillingworth, Antonia has abandoned the search for a husband and plans to use the week of the house party to decide what to do with her life. There has to be some purpose, some role, she can claim for her own.

      Consequently, on hearing Sebastian’s request and an explanation of what lies behind it, she seizes on the call to action. Suppressing her senses’ idiotic reaction to Sebastian’s nearness, she agrees to be his partner-in-intrigue.

      But while joining the house party proves easy, the gathering is thrown into chaos when Lord Ennis is murdered—just before he was to speak with Sebastian. Worse, Ennis’s last words, gasped to Sebastian, are: Gunpowder. Here.

      Gunpowder? And here, where?

      With a killer continuing to stalk the halls, side by side, Sebastian and Antonia search for answers and, all the while, the childhood connection that had always existed between them strengthens and blooms…into something so much more.

      
        
        First volume in a trilogy. A Cynster Next Generation Novel – a classic historical romance with gothic overtones layered over a continuing intrigue. A full-length novel of 99,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt.

        Buy & Read THE LADY BY HIS SIDE

      

      

      
        
        The second volume of the Devil’s Brood Trilogy

        AN IRRESISTIBLE ALLIANCE

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #5

      

        

      
        A duke’s second son with no responsibilities and a lady starved of the excitement her soul craves join forces to unravel a deadly, potentially catastrophic threat to the realm - that only continues to grow.

      

      

      With his older brother’s betrothal announced, Lord Michael Cynster is freed from the pressure of familial expectations. However, the allure of his previous hedonistic pursuits has paled. Then he learns of the mission his brother, Sebastian, and Lady Antonia Rawlings have been assisting with and volunteers to assist by hunting down the hoard of gunpowder now secreted somewhere in London.

      Michael sets out to trace the carters who transported the gunpowder from Kent to London. His quest leads him to the Hendon Shipping Company, where he discovers his sole source of information is the only daughter of Jack and Kit Hendon, Miss Cleome Hendon, who although a fetchingly attractive lady, firmly holds the reins of the office in her small hands.

      Cleo has fought to achieve her position in the company. Initially, managing the office was a challenge, but she now conquers all in just a few hours a week. With her three brothers all adventuring in America, she’s been driven to the realization that she craves adventure, too.

      When Michael Cynster walks in and asks about carters, Cleo’s instincts leap. She wrings from him the full tale of his mission—and offers him a bargain. She will lead him to the carters he seeks if he agrees to include her as an equal partner in the mission.

      Horrified, Michael attempts to resist, but ultimately finds himself agreeing—a sequence of events he quickly learns is common around Cleo. Then she delivers on her part of the bargain, and he finds there are benefits to allowing her to continue to investigate beside him—not least being that if she’s there, then he knows she’s safe.

      But the further they go in tracing the gunpowder, the more deaths they uncover. And when they finally locate the barrels, they find themselves tangled in a fight to the death—one that forces them to face what has grown between them, to seize and defend what they both see as their path to the greatest adventure of all. A shared life. A shared future. A shared love.

      
        
        Second volume in a trilogy. A Cynster Next Generation Novel – a classic historical romance with gothic overtones layered over a continuing intrigue. A full-length novel of 101,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt.

        Buy & Read AN IRRESISTIBLE ALLIANCE

      

      

      
        
        The third and final volume in the Devil’s Brood Trilogy

        THE GREATEST CHALLENGE OF THEM ALL

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #6

      

        

      
        A nobleman devoted to defending queen and country and a noblewoman wild enough to match his every step race to disrupt the plans of a malignant intelligence intent on shaking England to its very foundations.

      

      

      Lord Drake Varisey, Marquess of Winchelsea, eldest son and heir of the Duke of Wolverstone, must foil a plot that threatens to shake the foundations of the realm, but the very last lady—nay, noblewoman—he needs assisting him is Lady Louisa Cynster, known throughout the ton as Lady Wild.

      For the past nine years, Louisa has suspected that Drake might well be the ideal husband for her, even though he’s assiduous in avoiding her. But she’s now twenty-seven and enough is enough. She believes propinquity will elucidate exactly what it is that lies between them, and what better opportunity to work closely with Drake than his latest mission, with which he patently needs her help?

      Unable to deny Louisa’s abilities or the value of her assistance and powerless to curb her willfulness, Drake is forced to grit his teeth and acquiesce to her sticking by his side, if only to ensure her safety. But all too soon, his true feelings for her show enough for her, perspicacious as she is, to see through his denials, which she then interprets as a challenge.

      Even while they gather information, tease out clues, increasingly desperately search for the missing gunpowder, and doggedly pursue the killer responsible for an ever-escalating tally of dead men, thrown together through the hours, he and she learn to trust and appreciate each other. And fed by constant exposure—and blatantly encouraged by her—their desires and hungers swell and grow…

      As the barriers between them crumble, the attraction he has for so long restrained burgeons and balloons, until goaded by her near-death, it erupts, and he seizes her—only to be seized in return.

      Linked irrevocably and with their wills melded and merged by passion’s fire, with time running out and the evil mastermind’s deadline looming, together, they focus their considerable talents and make one last push to learn the critical truths—to find the gunpowder and unmask the villain behind this far-reaching plot.

      Only to discover that they have significantly less time than they’d thought, that the villain’s target is even more crucially fundamental to the realm than they’d imagined, and it’s going to take all that Drake is—as well as all that Louisa as Lady Wild can bring to bear—to defuse the threat, capture the villain, and make all safe and right again.

      As they race to the ultimate confrontation, the future of all England rests on their shoulders.

      
        
        Third volume in a trilogy. A Cynster Next Generation Novel – a classic historical romance with gothic overtones layered over an intrigue. A full-length novel of 129,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt

        Buy and Read THE GREATEST CHALLENGE OF THEM ALL

      

      

      
        
        If you haven’t yet caught up with the first books in the Cynster Next Generation Novels, then BY WINTER’S LIGHT is a Christmas story that highlights the Cynster children as they stand poised on the cusp of adulthood – essentially an introductory novel to the upcoming generation. That novel is followed by the first pair of Cynster Next Generation romances, those of Lucilla and Marcus Cynster, twins and the eldest children of Lord Richard aka Scandal Cynster and Catriona, Lady of the Vale. Both the twins’ stories are set in Scotland. See below for further details.

      

      

      
        
        BY WINTER’S LIGHT

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #1

      

        

      
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens returns to romantic Scotland to usher in a new generation of Cynsters in an enchanting tale of mistletoe, magic, and love.

      

      

      It’s December 1837 and the young adults of the Cynster clan have succeeded in having the family Christmas celebration held at snow-bound Casphairn Manor, Richard and Catriona Cynster’s home. Led by Sebastian, Marquess of Earith, and by Lucilla, future Lady of the Vale, and her twin brother, Marcus, the upcoming generation has their own plans for the holiday season.

      Yet where Cynsters gather, love is never far behind—the festive occasion brings together Daniel Crosbie, tutor to Lucifer Cynster’s sons, and Claire Meadows, widow and governess to Gabriel Cynster’s daughter. Daniel and Claire have met before and the embers of an unexpected passion smolder between them, but once bitten, twice shy, Claire believes a second marriage is not in her stars. Daniel, however, is determined to press his suit. He’s seen the love the Cynsters share, and Claire is the lady with whom he dreams of sharing his life. Assisted by a bevy of Cynsters—innate matchmakers every one—Daniel strives to persuade Claire that trusting him with her hand and her heart is her right path to happiness.

      Meanwhile, out riding on Christmas Eve, the young adults of the Cynster clan respond to a plea for help. Summoned to a humble dwelling in ruggedly forested mountains, Lucilla is called on to help with the difficult birth of a child, while the others rise to the challenge of helping her. With a violent storm closing in and severely limited options, the next generation of Cynsters face their first collective test—can they save this mother and child? And themselves, too?

      Back at the manor, Claire is increasingly drawn to Daniel and despite her misgivings, against the backdrop of the ongoing festivities their relationship deepens. Yet she remains torn—until catastrophe strikes, and by winter’s light, she learns that love—true love—is worth any risk, any price.

      
        
        A tale brimming with all the magical delights of a Scottish festive season. A Cynster Next Generation novel – a classic historical romance of 71,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt.

        Buy & Read BY WINTER’S LIGHT

      

      

      
        
        THE TEMPTING OF THOMAS CARRICK

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #2

      

        

      
        Do you believe in fate? Do you believe in passion? What happens when fate and passion collide?

        Do you believe in love? What happens when fate, passion, and love combine?

        This. This…

      

      

      
        
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens returns to Scotland with a tale of two lovers irrevocably linked by destiny and passion.

      

      

      Thomas Carrick is a gentleman driven to control all aspects of his life. As the wealthy owner of Carrick Enterprises, located in bustling Glasgow, he is one of that city’s most eligible bachelors and fully intends to select an appropriate wife from the many young ladies paraded before him. He wants to take that necessary next step along his self-determined path, yet no young lady captures his eye, much less his attention...not in the way Lucilla Cynster had, and still did, even though she lives miles away.

      For over two years, Thomas has avoided his clan’s estate because it borders Lucilla’s home, but disturbing reports from his clansmen force him to return to the countryside—only to discover that his uncle, the laird, is ailing, a clan family is desperately ill, and the clan-healer is unconscious and dying. Duty to the clan leaves Thomas no choice but to seek help from the last woman he wants to face.

      Strong-willed and passionate, Lucilla has been waiting—increasingly impatiently—for Thomas to return and claim his rightful place by her side. She knows he is hers—her fated lover, husband, protector, and mate. He is the only man for her, just as she is his one true love. And, at last, he’s back. Even though his returning wasn’t on her account, Lucilla is willing to seize whatever chance Fate hands her.

      Thomas can never forget Lucilla, much less the connection that seethes between them, but to marry her would mean embracing a life he's adamant he does not want.

      Lucilla sees that Thomas has yet to accept the inevitability of their union and, despite all, he can refuse her and walk away. But how can he ignore a bond such as theirs—one so much stronger than reason? Despite several unnerving attacks mounted against them, despite the uncertainty racking his clan, Lucilla remains as determined as only a Cynster can be to fight for the future she knows can be theirs—and while she cannot command him, she has powerful enticements she’s willing to wield in the cause of tempting Thomas Carrick.

      
        
        A neo-Gothic tale of passionate romance laced with mystery, set in the uplands of southwestern Scotland. A Cynster Next Generation Novel – a classic historical romance of 122,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt.

        Buy & Read THE TEMPTING OF THOMAS CARRICK

      

      

      
        
        A MATCH FOR MARCUS CYNSTER

        Cynster Next Generation Novel #3

      

        

      
        Duty compels her to turn her back on marriage. Fate drives him to protect her come what may. Then love takes a hand in this battle of yearning hearts, stubborn wills, and a match too powerful to deny.

      

      

      
        
        #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens returns to rugged Scotland with a dramatic tale of passionate desire and unwavering devotion.

      

      

      Restless and impatient, Marcus Cynster waits for Fate to come calling. He knows his destiny lies in the lands surrounding his family home, but what will his future be? Equally importantly, with whom will he share it? 

      Of one fact he feels certain: his fated bride will not be Niniver Carrick. His elusive neighbor attracts him mightily, yet he feels compelled to protect her—even from himself. Fickle Fate, he’s sure, would never be so kind as to decree that Niniver should be his. The best he can do for them both is to avoid her.

      Niniver has vowed to return her clan to prosperity. The epitome of fragile femininity, her delicate and ethereal exterior cloaks a stubborn will and an unflinching devotion to the people in her care. She accepts that in order to achieve her goal, she cannot risk marrying and losing her grip on the clan’s reins to an inevitably controlling husband. Unfortunately, many local men see her as their opportunity.

      Soon, she’s forced to seek help to get rid of her unwelcome suitors. Powerful and dangerous, Marcus Cynster is perfect for the task. Suppressing her wariness over tangling with a gentleman who so excites her passions, she appeals to him for assistance with her peculiar problem.

      Although at first he resists, Marcus discovers that, contrary to his expectations, his fated role is to stand by Niniver’s side and, ultimately, to claim her hand. Yet in order to convince her to be his bride, they must plunge headlong into a journey full of challenges, unforeseen dangers, passion, and yearning, until Niniver grasps the essential truth—that she is indeed a match for Marcus Cynster.

      
        
        A neo-Gothic tale of passionate romance set in the uplands of southwestern Scotland. A Cynster Next Generation Novel – a classic historical romance of 114,000 words.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt.

        Buy & Read A MATCH FOR MARCUS CYNSTER

      

      

      
        
        And if you want to discover where the Cynsters began, return to the iconic

        DEVIL’S BRIDE

      

        

      
        the book that introduced millions of historical romance readers around the globe to the powerful men of the unforgettable Cynster family – aristocrats to the bone, conquerors at heart – and the willful feisty ladies strong enough to be their brides.

      

        

      
        Click here to read an excerpt.

        Buy & Read DEVIL’S BRIDE
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      #1 New York Times bestselling author Stephanie Laurens began writing romances as an escape from the dry world of professional science. Her hobby quickly became a career when her first novel was accepted for publication, and with entirely becoming alacrity, she gave up writing about facts in favor of writing fiction.

      All Laurens’s works to date are historical romances, ranging from medieval times to the mid-1800s, and her settings range from Scotland to India. The majority of her works are set in the period of the British Regency. Laurens has published more than 80 works of historical romance, including 40 New York Times bestsellers. Laurens has sold more than 20 million print, audio, and e-books globally. All her works are continuously available in print and e-book formats in English worldwide, and have been translated into many other languages. An international bestseller, among other accolades, Laurens has received the Romance Writers of America® prestigious RITA® Award for Best Romance Novella 2008 for The Fall of Rogue Gerrard.

      Laurens’s continuing novels featuring the Cynster family are widely regarded as classics of the historical romance genre. Other series include the Bastion Club Novels, the Black Cobra Quartet, the Adventurers Quartet, and the Casebook of Barnaby Adair Novels.

      For information on all published novels and on upcoming releases and updates on novels yet to come, visit Stephanie’s website: https://www.stephanielaurens.com/index.php
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