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            Chapter One

         
         Lady Derring had been raised to believe breeding and manners were a bulwark against all of life’s vicissitudes. So as she
            peered through her black veil at her husband’s solicitor, her spine was straight, her chin was high, and her brow was as smooth
            as the curve of the Chinese porcelain urn she’d wrested from the hands of the man who had come to take it away this morning.
         

         
         “But I’ve a list!” He’d thrust it at her. “And I’ve a crew what’s been promised a day’s pay!”

         
         He did indeed have a list.

         
         One could very nearly ruffle its pages like a book.

         
         It read like a diary of every beautiful thing her husband had ever purchased.

         
         With the possible exception of her, of course.

         
         By the bottom of the first page (which ended with “statue, naked, stone, Leda and Swan”) suspicion had crept in like a killing
            frost. Her heart felt like a foreign object she’d inadvertently swallowed. Lumpen, frozen, jaggedly lodged.
         

         
         She took a breath.

         
         And then another.

         
         Only then was she able to look up at the man through her eyelashes. “I’ll just have a more thorough look at this, shall I?”
            she said brightly and firmly, in her best, most imperious countess voice.
         

         
         And then using the only weapons she had at her disposal—guilt, widow’s weeds, and limpid brown eyes—she somehow managed to
            herd him back out the door.
         

         
         She aimed a black look at the perfidious butler who’d accepted a bribe to let him in.

         
         He had the grace to cast his eyes sideways.

         
         Then she’d called for the carriage and paid her first unannounced visit upon her husband’s solicitor four days after her husband’s
            funeral and one day earlier than Tavistock, in a hushed, sympathetic voice, had arranged for her to visit him.
         

         
         Mr. Tavistock, round, balding, and self-satisfied, had been startled to see her, but blunt.Doubtless he charged extra for
            blow cushioning.
         

         
         “Oh, yes. Devil of a way to find out, so soon after the funeral,” he mused. “But our Derring hadn’t an honest sou to his name
            when he cocked up his toes. Was in debt up to his eyeballs. I daresay the whole of his estate was held together by credit.”
         

         
         Her heart was now thudding inside her like a trapped beast. It was the only thing she could feel. Her tightly folded hands,
            gloved in smooth black kid, felt oddly separate from her, like a creature that had crept into her lap looking for refuge.
         

         
         This peculiar numbness was about to become a luxury, that much was clear. Her wits were going to need to get involved.

         
         No one, particularly not her late husband, had ever valued her for wits.

         
         Oh, but she possessed them.

         
         “This is all that’s left of his estate, if you’d like to have a look.” He opened a drawer and grabbed a fistful of papers.
            “I’m sure it can be reconciled with the list of items you have in your hand.”
         

         
         She gingerly accepted them.

         
         While Tavistock silently watched, she read through three of the bills.

         
         The first was for “statue, naked, stone, Leda and Swan.” From a mason in Sussex.

         
         The third was from Madame Le Fleur. “Gloves, black kid.”

         
         The ones she was wearing.

         
         That was when she stopped. She laid the bills carefully back down on Tavistock’s spotless desk and returned her hands to the
            safety of her lap.
         

         
         Tavistock didn’t say a word. He began to fidget with a quill. He had the air of a man who was mightily struggling not to glance
            at a clock.
         

         
         She cleared her throat. “But Derring was wealthy—”

         
         “Was,” Tavistock repeated laconically.

         
         “Perhaps there is a more recent will, Mr. Tavistock, reflective of more current holdings.” She heard her own voice as if through
            a pillow. “Perhaps you could ask the nice young clerk outside the door to have another look through—”
         

         
         “There was but one will and one Earl of Derring, the one that you and I knew and loved well, rest his soul.”

         
         And then Mr. Tavistock had the nerve to bow his head.

         
         Delilah stared at him, fascinated and repulsed. The stink of sanctimony clung to him like the smoke from Derring’s foul cigars—the
            ones that called to mind the meaty breath of a fanged carnivore, mingled with the things the gardener burned after a day of
            trimming the roses, with a top note of perhaps leather.
         

         
         The only things Tavistock had “loved” were Derring’s connections and those foul cigars.

         
         And the most feverish emotion she’d felt for Derring was gratitude.

         
         She had tried to love him. She’d wanted nothing more. She’d yearned for a house full of children and laughter and friends
            and musical evenings, a house of easiness and joy. She’d struggled to find a handhold—a hearthold?—some endearing habit, like
            humming when he read the newspaper, the way her father had for instance, some little ember of charm or vulnerability that she could somehow fan into love. Derring was fifteen years her senior. And by the time they’d
            met, his personality was as fixed and impermeable as those statues he loved to collect.
         

         
         Her wedding night—a revelation composed of sweaty grappling, muttered instructions (If you would be so good as to shift to the left, Delilah?), and a grunted sorry, sorry and thank you—put paid to those notions. Clearly romantic love was a myth, like unicorns or leprechauns, used to lure young women into
            marriages in order to perpetuate the species and produce heirs so future generations could go on enjoying being aristocrats.
         

         
         She had lavished Derring with kindness. She hoped he’d never known the difference. Perhaps the failing was, indeed, hers.

         
         Tavistock cleared his throat. “You’re still on the young side, if I may be so bold, and you could mar—” He stopped abruptly.
            “Well, perhaps you could marry a widower with children who need a mother, if you can find one.”
         

         
         She was glad of the veil. Shame and fury arrived in swift succession, nauseating and scorching. If she couldn’t provide an
            heir in the six years she’d been married to Derring, what good was she to anyone, really?
         

         
         And now she would be passed about among relatives, like the little carved stool from India that Derring had bought for no
            reason, and which was shunted from room to room, from house to house, always a little out of place, a little in the way. She’d
            last seen it in the library, where she’d barked her shin on it.
         

         
         “Thank goodness I have you to advise me, Mr. Tavistock.”

         
         “It’s no trouble at all, Lady Derring,” he said, surrendering to a glance at the clock.

         
         “Am I keeping you from another appointment?”

         
         He looked surprised. “I’m about to set out on holiday with my wife and family. Long overdue. Long overdue. Nothing like the
            seashore, isn’t that so?” he said brightly.
         

         
         She merely stared at him.

         
         Their heads turned in unison when voices suddenly rose in the little anteroom where Tavistock’s young clerk sat—a woman’s,
            dulcet and cajoling, determined; the young clerk’s, polite and firm.
         

         
         Delilah cleared her throat. “Mayhap some item has been overlooked in the accounting. If you would be so kind as to review
            it one final—”
         

         
         “I assure you, Lady Derring, we do not make mistakes here at Tavistock, Urqhardt, Ramsey, and Donne.”

         
         Unctuous toad didn’t think her sentences were worth finishing, apparently.

         
         “Isn’t it odd that I should find so little reassurance in assurances of your firm’s infallibility, Mr. Tavistock?”

         
         He blinked as if she’d flicked water into his eyes.

         
         She could hear her mother’s appalled voice now. Irony will not catch a husband, Delilah.
         

         
         That had been the entire point of her, once it had become clear that she was going to be pretty: to catch a husband. They’d
            all been relieved, Delilah included. It meant she might be a savior, not a burden, to her family. Her father was a minor lord,
            but the guillotine of poverty had gleamed over her entire childhood such that they seemed to live in held breath, hushed tension,
            lest one wrong move bring it crashing down.
         

         
         That the Earl of Derring had been smitten with Delilah was seen as both an act of providence and a triumph of her mother’s
            careful training. Be sweet, be dutiful, be awestruck. Yield to his needs and moods. Flatter his vanity. Lilt, do not declare.
         

         
         If only her mother had taught her the pitfalls of trusting a man completely.

         
         Funny. Delilah never lilted in her private thoughts.
         

         
         And in her fantasies, she never yielded.

         
         “You ought not worry, Lady Derring. Women who look like you need never go hungry, if they prefer not to.”

         
         Tavistock would never have dared to use that melting, insinuating tone only a few days ago. Inside her unpaid-for gloves,
            her hands had gone clammy.
         

         
         And now she understood that the only bulwark against vicissitudes was a husband.

         
         She imagined Mr. Tavistock climbing aboard and rolling off his poor, unfortunate wife. Something of her thoughts must have
            radiated clear through the veil, because Mr. Tavistock’s little smile vanished.
         

         
         He cleared his throat. “As you are aware, the properties in Devonshire and Sussex will now go to the next male heir, a nephew,
            since there was no male issue of the marriage . . .”
         

         
         Issue was a grotesque word.
         

         
         “But—” He froze as some realization struck.

         
         Suddenly Tavistock pulled out a drawer and slapped something that jingled on the desk between them. A great collection of
            keys on a ring.
         

         
         “I’d nearly forgotten. Derring owned one building outright. Think he won it in a card game or some such. The one at 11 Lovell
            Street by the docks. It is now yours.”
         

         
         She looked down at the keys.

         
         “The one on Lovell Street by the docks,” she repeated slowly.

         
         Derring had never mentioned it. She choked back a nearly hysterical laugh. But only scoundrels and rogues lingered by the
            docks. Countesses did not go by the docks.
         

         
         “A right wreck of a building, I believe,” Tavistock continued blithely. He cast an eye on the wall clock. Busy men like him
            could only apportion a certain amount of time to explaining the destruction of her life.
         

         
         Delilah swept the keys toward her. Clutched them in her hand. “What kind of building is it?”

         
         “Don’t know, to be honest. All I know is you’ve a week to vacate the London townhouse, as Derring is in arrears.”

         
         The voices on the other side of the door rose suddenly to argument volumes.

         
         The doorknob rattled.

         
         The door was wrenched open a few inches.

         
         It seemed to be yanked shut again.

         
         Then was wrenched open a few more inches. Delilah could see a woman and the young clerk who manned a small desk outside were
            doing battle over the doorknob.
         

         
         It was wrenched open another few inches.

         
         “For heaven’s sake, Mr. Mackintosh,” the woman cajoled, “he’ll see me, no need to fuss so. By the by, have you gone and had a new coat made? You look dashing. I think you’re finally growing into your looks.”
         

         
         Paralyzed by the confusing compliment, the clerk turned pink and loosened his grip on the doorknob.

         
         The woman’s perfume—sultry, celebratory—preceded her, but the rest of her arrived in a swirl of the most dashing black silk
            widow’s weeds Delilah had ever seen.
         

         
         Mr. Tavistock shot to his feet so swiftly his chair staggered drunkenly.

         
         “Angelique—er—Mrs. Breedlove—”

         
         His head ricocheted between Delilah and the woman and back again like a pendulum on a clock.

         
         “Tavvie, darling,” the woman interjected crisply. “I’ll be brief. I’ve creditors knocking at my actual door. Not the metaphorical
            sort of knocking.” She rapped her knuckles sharply on his desk. “This sort. You’ve not responded to the messages I’ve sent
            over, so I’ll do you the credit of assuming you’ve been busy, rather than neglectful.”
         

         
         She tipped her head ever-so-slightly coquettishly, and the feather in her hat—no veil for this widow—bobbed. Delilah caught a glimpse of a pert nose and large wide-set light eyes. It was hard to know how old she was;
            her brisk confidence made Delilah feel, for an instant, childlike.
         

         
         Also, the woman was frightened.

         
         Women who go through life wearing masks learn to recognize the ones other women wear to get through their days. It was in
            how her voice was vivacious but pitched a bit too high, the tightness of her jaw and around her eyes, how her fingers gripped
            the edge of her pelisse.
         

         
         Despite her own predicament, Delilah’s heart squeezed in sympathy.

         
         “Mrs. Breed—” Tavistock began. Sounding a little desperate.

         
         She ignored him. “I know dear Derring, rest his soul, would not have cocked up his toes without making arrangements for my
            pension. He vowed that he would on several memorable occasions. The matter is now of some urgency. Perhaps you can be a dear
            and facilitate this for me?”
         

         
         Tavistock’s eyes darted toward Delilah.

         
         Then he looked down at his desk and heaved a defeated sigh.

         
         The ensuing brief silence rang like the moment after a gunshot.

         
         Realization seeped in, the way blood seeped out of a wound.

         
         Delilah gave a soft laugh.

         
         It marked the first bitter sound she’d ever made.

         
         Well, then. And so it seemed the awfulness of the past few days contained infinite strata and variety.

         
         And to think she’d once or twice indulged in the luxury of feeling bored.
         

         
         Mrs. Breedlove—if that was indeed her name—gave a start, a hand over her heart, and pivoted toward Delilah’s chair. “I beg
            your pardon . . . I didn’t see . . . I’m terribly sorry to intrude.”
         

         
         Delilah slowly, slowly pushed the veil up off her face. And stood.

         
         All was so silent, and she felt so raw, the very air seemed to hurt as it pressed against her skin.

         
         She wanted to see that woman clearly.

         
         She wanted that woman to see her clearly, too.

         
         Mr. Tavistock’s face had gone gray. He’d frozen like a statue. He was probably three seconds away from wringing his hands.

         
         And all of this confirmed the suspicion, which had gathered, like a bath of icy acid, in her gut.

         
         “If I were you, I would never take up gambling, Tavvie darling,” Delilah said. Apparently she had great, great stores of suppressed irony to call upon. She didn’t take her eyes
            away from the woman’s face. “You haven’t a game face. Perhaps you ought to introduce us.”
         

         
         Mr. Tavistock sighed again. And then resolutely, like a man charged with issuing a verdict in court, cleared his throat.

         
         “Angelique,” he said evenly, calmly to the woman. The woman glanced toward him, then back at Delilah. She’d sensed something
            was amiss, and her expression hovered somewhere between concern and wicked curiosity. She seemed perfectly willing to commit
            to either one. “I will speak to you after I conclude my business with the Countess of Derring.”
         

         
         He laid those last three words down slowly, evenly, like bricks.

         
         Tavvie didn’t have a game face.

         
         But Angelique, it seemed, did.

         
         She didn’t flinch. She didn’t blink. But nevertheless Delilah thought she could see the moment her heart stopped, for just
            one second. She’d gone motionless, frozen like one of Derring’s statues, half turned toward Tavistock, half turned toward
            Delilah.
         

         
         She met Delilah’s stare.

         
         Some emotion, very like pity but also like shame, scudded across Mrs. Breedlove’s features.

         
         Her chin went up ever so slightly.

         
         “My apologies for the interruption, Lady Derring, and my condolences on your loss,” she said quietly. “I shall speak with
            you another day, Mr. Tavistock.”
         

         
         She closed the door very, very gently behind her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Mrs. Breedlove’s perfume lingered, but the rest of her was gone when Delilah emerged into the anteroom five minutes later.

         
         Young Mr. Mackintosh was behind his desk, the pink of his blush still fading from his skin. The poor dear was still a few
            years away from being old enough to savagely disappoint a woman.
         

         
         How much he knew or understood about anything he’d just heard was a mystery, and she supposed, in the end, it didn’t matter.

         
         To his credit, he looked distressed.

         
         “Thank you, and good day, Mr. Mackintosh,” she said.

         
         “Lady Derring, Mrs. Breedlove wanted me to give this to you.”

         
         He leaped to his feet and handed a sheet of folded foolscap to her.

         
         Her hands, awkward with nerves, fumbled as she opened it, and read:

         
         
            I recommend sewing your jewels into the hems of your dresses before you flee into the night.

         

         It was unsigned. The handwriting was tidy and elegant, even a little prim. It might have been an invitation to tea from the
            Duchess of Brexford, whom Delilah despised and whose approval she had craved because her husband had wanted her to crave it
            and didn’t every woman want what her husband wanted?
         

         
         Delilah growled low in her throat and crunched the note in her fist.

         
         The extraordinary . . . the unmitigated . . . the gall!

         
         Hot, furious breaths shredded her lungs as she pulled them in and out.

         
         To write to her as though they were equals!

         
         But aren’t you? said some unwelcome, bitterly rational voice in her head.
         

         
         Two women impoverished by the same man?

         
         And Delilah was no one without a man, wasn’t that so? Her title meant not a thing when she hadn’t inherited it and she was poor.
         

         
         Vertigo swept in. The husband, the land, the manners, the clothes, the vases and rugs, the friends, the horses, the barouche,
            the jewels, her favorite chair by the solarium window. How odd that they formed the fabric of her life, and yet none of it
            was hers. Her very personality wasn’t hers. It was something she’d donned like widow’s weeds or a pantomime costume in order
            to play her role. Who was she? Did she even exist? Perhaps this was all a dream. But would that be better?
         

         
         She held the crumpled note in her fist while Mackintosh eyed her warily, his shoulders hunched as though he was prepared to
            dive beneath his desk. Perhaps her expression suggested she intended to hurl it.
         

         
         She stuffed it into her reticule instead, next to that jingling ring of keys.

         
         Her life thus far: nearly two decades of fear and ceaseless tension of poverty, followed by six years of relief and luxury
            and boredom and tolerance.
         

         
         And now, it seemed, hideous fear was having a turn again.

         
         She thought these thoughts on the way back to a house that didn’t belong to her, in the carriage that didn’t belong to her,
            drawn by horses that didn’t belong to her, driven by a driver whose expression was, as he handed her in, cagey—when days before
            it had been all warm deference. She knew that all the servants in London were part of a circulatory system and word would
            get out, quickly, that Derring’s life was being dismantled because he owned none of it.
         

         
         The shock. The shame.

         
         She leaned her aching head against the cool carriage window.

         
         She’d likely return to a townhouse of dead fires and unlit stoves and dark chandeliers.

         
         The staff would, quite pragmatically, flee if they hadn’t already with their satchels of belongings (but hopefully not the
            silver), confident of being absorbed into other fine households, because Delilah had a particular skill for hiring the very
            best staff.
         

         
         With the exception of Dorothy. Delilah had taken on Dorothy as a lady’s maid—such a sweet girl, all shy smiles and eagerness
            to please—in a fit of outraged mercy when she’d been dismissed without references by the Duchess of Brexford. But a few years
            with Dorothy had brought Delilah closer to an understanding of martyrdom. Dot burned, spilled, dropped, and broke things.
            Daily. She tried so very hard and meant so very well and yet she revealed a talent for nothing except cheerful devotion. Delilah
            hadn’t the heart to let her go.
         

         
         What would become of Dorothy?

         
         Or of Mrs. Helga, the magically talented cook, warm of heart and loud of laugh, who was the heartbeat of the kitchen? Her
            apple tarts and lemon seed cakes and rich sauces were the stuff of heaven. Countesses and duchesses would wrestle in a pit
            of mud in the middle of Almack’s for the services of a cook like that.
         

         
         And what about me?

         
         Thank God her parents were now dead, she thought mordantly. They would not have to witness this or experience poverty again.

         
         Should she throw herself on the mercy of Derring’s nephew, who would inherit the family estate? Should she write to her cousins
            in America to ask if they could use an additional relative to feed? Her mind recoiled from every option it touched on.
         

         
         Perhaps this was why their circle of acquaintances, and even women she’d considered friends—like Lady Ragland and Lady Corvalle,
            women with whom she’d dined and shopped and gossiped—had seemed to subtly fan away from her after Derring’s funeral, like
            fleas disembarking from a dead dog. They’d all known. A little debt was one thing. Penury was quite another, she supposed.
         

         
         The scorching shame of it.

         
         She shifted her reticule in her lap and the great wad of keys jingled.

         
         She poured them out into her hand and as she did, the crumpled message tumbled out with it.

         
         She’d forgotten she’d stuffed it in there.

         
         After a hesitation, she smoothed it out and read it again in the carriage’s dim light.

         
         And now she understood why she’d kept it.

         
         Because there was something indomitable about it. A sort of dry, worldly wit that wasn’t without sympathy. It included Delilah
            in the joke. Inherent in it was the assumption that Delilah was that sort of woman, too: Strong. Mordant. Resilient.
         

         
         Was she?

         
         If she had loved her husband this revelation of—betrayal? Humiliation? Neither word truly fit, if she was being honest, and
            all she wanted, for the rest of her life, was to be honest, to be who she truly was—might have been the undoing of her.
         

         
         How odd to regret that she wasn’t undone by the knowledge of her husband’s mistress.

         
         Her pride was scorched. But scorched pride seemed the least of her concerns.

         
         And it seemed she hadn’t known her husband at all, because he hadn’t seen fit to let himself be known.

         
         Then again, he hadn’t truly known her, either.

         
         Which might very well be the only reason he’d ever married her at all.

         
          

         When they arrived in Grosvenor Square, the door of their townhouse was propped open, and two snickering men were ferrying
            out a mostly nude statue. Daphne becoming a laurel tree to get away from Apollo.
         

         
         Lucky Daphne, Delilah thought, to have such an appealing option. At least she knew how she’d be spending eternity.

         
         “Jamesy, why is a woman made of stone better than a real woman?” One of the men was bellowing over his shoulder to his friend.

         
         “Why, Jonesy?”

         
         “Her nips are already—”

         
         They saw her and clapped their mouths closed.

         
         She gave them the icy, quelling look they deserved.

         
         Derring had filled a gallery with those statues, many of them all but naked, all pectorals and penises and nipples and curving
            buttocks and aquiline noses, and quite expensive, so uncharacteristically sensual a collection for a man as rigid as Derring.
            Of some ordinary stone, not marble or alabaster, they ought to have been in a garden somewhere, she’d always thought.
         

         
         And there they were, lined up to be loaded into carts like so many shamed orgy attendees.

         
         In broad daylight.

         
         She could practically feel the breeze created by her nosy neighbors abruptly dropping curtains when she’d appeared.

         
         Delilah hiked her skirts in her hands and dashed up the stairs and through the broad double doors. And then she heaved them
            shut and threw the bolts behind her. She was halfway across the foyer when she stopped abruptly: her footsteps were echoing
            oddly, dizzyingly.
         

         
         All at once she realized that it was because everything that had once genteelly cushioned her life—acres of plush, patterned
            Axminster, velvet curtains bound in tasseled golden ropes, the plump settees on their little bowed legs—was gone.
         

         
         Her stomach was ice once again.

         
         She stared down at the floor contemplatively, as if it were the sea she intended to cast herself into.

         
         And then she ran, her footsteps eerily clattering as though there were an entire herd of Delilahs chasing her, and bounded
            up the stairs to her rooms. She lost a slipper (dyed black satin with a tiny heel, unpaid for) on the way.
         

         
         She skidded to a panting stop at the doorway of her chambers.

         
         Astonishingly, everything—the mirror, the wardrobe, the writing desk and chair, her bed with its fluffed pillows, the rose-and-cream
            carpet—was still precisely as she left it.
         

         
         There sat Dorothy on her bed, holding a hatpin in one fist and a knitting needle in the other, like a Turk wielding two scimitars.
            Her big blue eyes were fierce.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t let them through, Lady Derring. They just laughed and said they’d be back on the morrow.”

         
         “Oh, Dorothy. How valiant. Lay those weapons down so that I may hug you.”

         
         Dot obeyed.

         
         And Delilah gave her a quick, fierce squeeze.

         
         “What is happening, Lady Derring?”

         
         “Well, creditors are taking our possessions away. It seems Derring was in a bit of a financial bind. I’ve only just learned
            this myself from the solicitor. He didn’t mean to leave us this way, but it cannot be helped. I didn’t know it would happen,
            and I am in a bind, too.” She kept her voice bright, for Dot’s sake. “We will need to leave here within a week as the rent
            has not been paid. Now, I will write you a letter of reference so you can find another—”
         

         
         “Oh, I would never dream of leaving you, Lady Derring.” Her eyes were wide and earnest.

         
         This was precisely what Delilah was afraid of.

         
         “Who else would have me?” Dot added practically, showing an uncharacteristic sense of self-awareness that lacked self-pity.
            Or pity for anyone else who employed her, for that matter.
         

         
         As this was all too true, Delilah said, “Oh, now.”

         
         All at once, she was pathetically glad to not be alone. Dorothy’s loyalty was touching.

         
         And suddenly, now that she was responsible for someone other than herself, she could think more clearly.

         
         “What about Mrs. Blenkenship?” she said, furiously thinking. She was the head housekeeper, who had a ring of keys very similar
            to the ones now stuffed in Delilah’s reticule.
         

         
         “Went off to the Duchess of Brexford straight away. The duchess fired her own housekeeper to get her.” Dot said this with
            some awe.
         

         
         Perversely, Delilah was proud. Her staff was the best.

         
         “And Mrs. Vogel? Helga?”

         
         “The Duchess of Brexford,” Dot confirmed.

         
         “The Duchess of Brexford again? That . . .” She considered which word to use, then chose the one that fit best. “Bitch.”

         
         “Lady Derring!” Dot breathed, delightedly scandalized.
         

         
         Odd that uttering the word gave her a little burst of energy. She’d never before said such a thing out loud. So that’s why people did it.
         

         
         Not that she intended to make a habit of it.

         
         Then again, she was apparently a woman who owned a building by the docks, so maybe it was appropriate.

         
         “Oh, Lady Derring, what will we do?”

         
         Delilah didn’t answer. She stood slowly, and ventured toward Derring’s room, adjoining hers.

         
         It had been all but stripped of its furnishings and appointments.

         
         A coat lay on the floor. She hesitated.

         
         Then lifted and smelled it.

         
         And dropped it immediately. It reeked of those cigars.

         
         It ought to have been poignant. But it brought with it a sizzling fury.

         
         And with fury came clarity.

         
         “Come with me, Dot.” She seized Dorothy by the arm and led her down the stairs, retrieving her shoe on the fourth step, then
            headed out the kitchen door.
         

         
          

         “It might be helpful for you to know, Lord Kinbrook, that I haven’t a soul. I found it an encumbrance in my line of work.”

         
         Captain Tristan Hardy explained this in a kindly tone to the aristocrat who sat across from him and was sweating nearly through
            his Weston-tailored coat.
         

         
         White’s was crowded tonight. Waiters bearing trays disappeared into and emerged from clouds of cigar smoke like genies coaxed
            from bottles. Spirits were high. Laughter loud.
         

         
         Not at his table, of course.

         
         Captain Hardy was not a member of White’s, as he was not a gentleman in any sense of the word. His manners, though exquisite,
            were acquired, not innate; he wielded them, like his charm, the way he wielded a sword: strategically, only when necessary,
            and, if need be, ruthlessly. Nor was he likely to be invited here merely for the pleasure of his company. “Why, he’s a right
            bastard, ain’t he?” was often the delayed, rather surprised conclusion after a conversation with Captain Hardy. The surprise
            was because Captain Hardy was so charming and well-spoken and, indeed, a truly fine specimen of a man, the realization that
            he’d ruthlessly maneuvered them into a confession of some sort arrived with a delayed sort of shock.
         

         
         From a distance, he didn’t look very different from Lord Kinbrook. The buttons on his coat gleamed; they were silver. The
            toes of his boots mirrored the overhead chandeliers. They were made by Hoby. But after a second glance somehow it was clear
            that he was constructed of different material than the men surrounding him. Shaped by entirely different forces.
         

         
         “You’d sooner want to walk about with a wolf on a lead, darling,” wiser women told the women whose eyes inevitably hungrily
            followed him.
         

         
         But heads invariably turned to follow him when he entered the room; gazes often settled upon him, unconsciously drawn. The
            way one’s eyes would follow a mysterious ship sailing into port, uncertain of its provenance or the number of cannons it carried.
         

         
         So if Lord Kinbrook thought Tristan would blink, he was in for a long wait.

         
         “It’s true,” Lieutenant Massey said. “I witnessed the transaction meself. The devil, ’e says, I’ll take your soul off ye,
            Tristan Jeremiah Hardy, if ye’d like to catch your man every time.”
         

         
         “A fair bargain,” Tristan agreed placidly, in almost a drawl. “Because all I’ve ever wanted is to catch my man.”

         
         His middle name wasn’t Jeremiah. As far as he knew, anyway.

         
         Lord Kinbrook’s antipathy radiated from him. His broad pale brow gleamed damply; the sweat threatened to bead and pour. That
            was the thing with gentlemen: they never expected to be caught, let alone punished. They thought they could do anything they
            wanted to do, so they never practiced subterfuge or deception. Tristan almost had more respect for the thieves in Newgate awaiting the noose or deportation, who
            at least applied some effort to lying. Survival of the wiliest. He ought to know.
         

         
         One of the other things he knew was that all men and women were the same beneath the skin. Title or no title. He had no illusions
            about gentlemen or gentlewomen possessing more honor.
         

         
         “Handkerchief?” Tristan asked politely. He produced one. Lawn. White. He hadn’t any females in his life who would soften the
            sharp, plain corners of his life with things like embroidered initials. Women, like embroidery, were complications.
         

         
         Lord Kinbrook stared at it as if Tristan had extended a handful of dog feces.

         
         Then he looked back into Tristan’s face resentfully.

         
         “I don’t know how I can help you, Captain Hardy.”

         
         Tristan leaned back in his chair and sighed at length. He gave a thoughtful drum of his fingers on the table.

         
         He accepted a brandy from a passing waiter.

         
         Kinbrook looked stubborn, yet wretched.

         
         “Have you a favorite hunting dog, Lord Kinbrook?” Tristan asked lightly. “One who simply never gives up, and never disappoints
            you, and always finds its quarry?”
         

         
         Kinbrook brightened cautiously at the change in topic. “Yes. Darby is his name. A spaniel. Raised him from a pup.”

         
         “I am the king’s favorite hunting dog.”

         
         Kinbrook’s face fell almost comically.

         
         “No one but the king calls me to heel.” He didn’t add that the king hadn’t called him to heel yet, and that there was no certainty
            he would obey if that should happen. The arrangement had suited both of them thus far. This time both the king and Tristan
            had a far more personal interest in hunting down their quarry, for slightly different reasons. “Answer my question and we’ll
            be off. Clearly you know you’re in possession of contraband. If you don’t tell me how you happened to have those cigars, we’ll
            only try another way, and another way, each increasingly uncomfortable for you. It’s all I know how to do, and all I truly
            enjoy. I’m a simple man.”
         

         
         He shrugged with one shoulder.

         
         This wasn’t quite hyperbole. There wasn’t much Tristan hadn’t sampled or witnessed in his life, from violence to lust to humiliation
            to opium to triumph to heartbreak. It was all useful. It had all been distilled into a man singular, and perhaps deadly, of
            purpose.
         

         
         Lord Kinbrook stared at him, loathing thinly veiled.

         
         “Come,” he cajoled with a sort of menacing tenderness. “Look into my eyes. Do you think I ever say anything I don’t mean,
            Lord Kinbrook?”
         

         
         Kinbrook looked.

         
         Whatever he saw there made him quickly look away.

         
         He swallowed.

         
         Tristan heaved a sigh, and thunked his brandy glass down on the table.

         
         “Derring,” Kinbrook muttered tersely.

         
         “Is that a compliment? An epithet?”

         
         “The Earl of Derring. He snuffed it in that chair over there two weeks ago.” He gestured with his chin. “Doubtless you’ve
            heard about it. Not every day an earl dies in public, surrounded by young loobies, without issue. I got the cigars from Derring.
            I don’t know where he got them.”
         

         
         The chair in question was occupied now by a young man leaning forward and laughing, mouth wide open, hands on his knees, at
            another man who was pantomiming riding a horse, slapping his own arse and tossing his head.
         

         
         Tristan stared at that. How on earth—why on earth—was that amusing? Tristan was thirty-six years old. He sometimes felt he’d lived a thousand years and a thousand
            lives. If one started out life in St. Giles, you either grew old quickly or didn’t grow old at all. It would never occur to
            him to slap his own arse for any reason.
         

         
         “Convenient to blame a dead man,” he said idly to Kinbrook. “Wouldn’t you say, Massey?”

         
         “Seems a bit facile, guv,” he said regretfully, to Lord Kinbrook.

         
         Tristan spared a single arced brow for the word facile.
         

         
         The grim line of Kinbrook’s mouth suggested he did not like the word guv.
         

         
         But both he and Massey knew that most roads led to Derring.

         
         “Nevertheless. I got the cigars from Derring. If you’re wondering what the Fourth Earl of Derring would be doing mixed up
            in such an affair, well, desperate men do desperate things.”
         

         
         “In what way was a man like the Earl of Derring desperate?”

         
         “He liked fine things, didn’t he? Rumor has it that he was up to his eyebrows in debt. I wasn’t privy to all of this. I do
            know his property has been snaffled up by creditors. Thought I might have a run at his widow. I always rather envied him his
            young, beautiful wife. Mine is getting on, you see.” He paused, as if waiting for some sign of approbation from either of
            the two men. “Derring’s widow . . . penniless, pretty, quiet, pliant, used to a certain lifestyle . . . doubtless she’s quite
            frightened right now.” He smiled as if this was a charming thing for a woman to be. “She should be easy pickings.”
         

         
         Tristan stared at the man thoughtfully, idly imagining what it would be like to lean over and perhaps violently head butt
            Lord Kinbrook.
         

         
         His own head was made of granite, both figuratively and literally.

         
         But Tristan had not risen to Captain of the King’s Blockade though superfluous applications of violence to members of parliament.
            He was not a legend in certain circles for impulse.
         

         
         He was, however, usually one step ahead of anyone who thought they could get away from him and his men.

         
         Not this time.

         
         It maddened him.

         
         “How thoughtful of you to consider Lady Derring’s welfare.”

         
         “I am at heart a decent man,” Kinbrook said. Piously. He laid down his cigar butt in a tray on the table. The smoke, vile
            yet somehow enthralling to aristocrats, curled from it.
         

         
         “Well, certainly now that you’ve unburdened your conscience, you can resume believing so, Lord Kinbrook.”

         
         Kinbrook looked at him sharply.

         
         Tristan wondered about Lady Derring, this pretty, frightened widow, and whether she would become a burden or a servant to
            some relative, or some man’s desperate mistress, and how the weight of fate tended to displace people.
         

         
         The way the cigar butt displaced Kinbrook’s brandy when Tristan plucked it up and dropped it in.

         
         The brandy seeped into the tablecloth as he and Massey took their leave of him, Kinbrook’s oath ignored.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         The world turned in woozy circles for a second when Paul, Lady Derring’s driver, helped her and Dot from the carriage outside
            of 11 Lovell Street.
         

         
         Which is when she realized she hadn’t eaten a thing all day, and Dot likely hadn’t, either.

         
         The darkness around them was alive. It, and its noises, was mysterious, but did not feel immediately menacing, any more than
            the woods at night did. It was interrupted by the glow of lanterns through windows of shops and pubs and presumably dwellings
            where humans lived, stacked upon each other in little flats. A hundred feet or so away from where they stood, hulking buildings
            rose; they were perhaps warehouses, or workshops. She had never been in this neighborhood before in her life.
         

         
         Above those, into the fast-deepening mauve of the night sky, rose the spires of ships, looking almost churchly. And high above
            those was the glowing disk of a full moon.
         

         
         Distantly, she heard voices raised in argument.

         
         Raucous laughter floated toward them from another direction. It concluded in a violent coughing fit and an extravagantly,
            protractedly juicy spit.
         

         
         She and Dorothy winced.

         
         Somebody screamed off in the distance. It was a bit difficult to tell if it was due to murder or glee.

         
         Dot jumped six inches and then nearly climbed Delilah like a frightened cat.

         
         Delilah batted her down and set her firmly away.

         
         “It was just someone expressing a powerful emotion, Dot. Nonetheless, it might be best to hold your hatpin in your hand.”

         
         “Very well, Lady Derring.” Dot’s voice was a little wobbly.

         
         The scent of sea was layered like a complex perfume, wild and briny, a bit foul, a bit sweet, carrying with it a bit of everything
            it swept through on its way to where they stood: tar and salt and smoke, among other things. A wind whipped through and tried
            to steal her hat and she slapped her hand down upon it. Their skirts billowed and lashed their legs.
         

         
         “Would you be so kind as to wait for us here, Paul?”

         
         Paul was one of the servants who hadn’t yet fled, but he’d told her he’d accepted new employment. And yet he’d been kind enough
            to drive her out to the docks without so much as a raised eyebrow. She wondered if he thought that, now that she was penniless,
            she was doing the practical thing and going straight away to join a brothel, because surely that’s where the brothels were,
            down by the docks.
         

         
         “Of course, Lady Derring.”

         
         He pragmatically yet surreptitiously laid his musket across his lap and retrieved a flask from his coat pocket.

         
         Lovell Street barely qualified as a street; it was more like a bit of fringe dangling at an angle from the main thoroughfare.
            As far as she could tell, three buildings occupied it.
         

         
         Number 11 was the largest.

         
         Her building was the largest.
         

         
         She had never owned anything of such significance outright before. Hers, and hers alone.

         
         Mine. She’d never realized what a powerful word it was.
         

         
         Of course, two prone bodies were propped at odd angles against it. Drunk rather than dead, she hoped. Prayed.

         
         One of them stirred and murmured, chuckling to himself.

         
         Chuckling wasn’t terribly sinister, was it?
         

         
         The building was about the width of two and a half townhouses and filthy with coal smut. A battered sign creaked and swayed
            on rusty chains in front of it; whatever it had once said had worn away.
         

         
         She shifted her gaze upward; were those gargoyles?

         
         Suddenly something savory wafted out the door of what appeared to be a little pub adjacent. Her stomach, a crucible of terrible
            emotions all day and filled with nothing else, growled.
         

         
         The pub’s battered sign, rocking and dancing in the wind on its chains, read “The Wolf And.” The final word was no longer
            legible.
         

         
         Ladies did not frequent coffeehouses or pubs, she knew, unaccompanied or not. But what did she have to lose? If she was kidnapped
            and sold into slavery or murdered for the joy of it, it would at least be a dramatic denouement to her story.
         

         
         She was hungry and thirsty and doubtless poor Dot was, too. They would enter her building fortified.
         

         
         “Dot, we’re going into this pub to have a meal and perhaps a coffee.”

         
         Dot hesitated. “Oh, Lady Derring, but ladies don’t—”

         
         “Widows may go wherever they choose. But widows ought not go alone, which is why I’m grateful for your company.”
         

         
         Dot looked relieved. “Is that so? I’m right famished, Lady Derring.”

         
         “Well, in we go then.”

         
         The Wolf And was snug and nearly dark as a cave and glowed like an ember thanks to a healthy fire at one end and a series
            of lanterns hooked across the smoke-dark beams.
         

         
         A century of smells seemed to have soaked into the timbers of the place—smoke, ale, food—and she wouldn’t be surprised if
            blood had found its way into the mix. It was pungent, but not oppressive.
         

         
         A young woman with a resolute expression and dark hair scraped and pinned back away from her face was swishing a rag over
            the bar with one hand and pushing a sloshing tankard over to a man with the other. Next to the fire, another man in a chair
            snored like a tree branch cracking. Another two men were in the corner, heads together, speaking in murmurs.
         

         
         The barmaid looked up. “Look what the wind blew in! Are ye lost, my dears?”

         
         The unexpected kindness, and the smoke, made Delilah’s eyes sting a little. “No, but we are famished. Have you anything that
            might make a good dinner?”
         

         
         “I’ve meat pies. Not rancid yet, I shouldn’t think. Bought from the pie man earlier today.”

         
         “That’s quite an endorsement. What sort of meat?”

         
         “Does it matter much if ye’re hungry, lass?” Pragmatic. Unapologetic.

         
         “I suppose not. We’ll have two meat pies, please. Have you any tea or coffee?”

         
         She studied them a moment. “I’ll bring you coffee, bless your hearts, but it won’t be the sort you’re used to, I’d warrant.
            My name is Frances.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Frances.”

         
         She didn’t offer her name in return.

         
         She and Dot settled at a little battered table and Frances returned apace with two meat pies.

         
         Delilah counted out a few coins and Frances beamed. She had all of her teeth, which was probably quite an accomplishment here
            at the docks.
         

         
         And then Delilah and Dot tore into their meal like caged beasts.

         
         The pie wasn’t terrible—whatever the meat was, perhaps offal and a shred or two from some animal’s flank, it was liberally
            spiced and churned up with potato. It filled the pit of her poor stomach and she felt immediately better.
         

         
         The coffee arrived a moment later. Other than its color it bore little resemblance to the brew she’d become accustomed to.
            But it was hot and wet and she drank it.
         

         
         It helped to have begun life in a certain genteel poverty. She had a feeling flexibility was going to figure largely in her
            future.
         

         
         “Oh, Lady Derring,” Dot said suddenly. “There’s a lady sitting alone over there. Perhaps we ought to ask her to join us.”

         
         Delilah doubted the word lady applied, but she looked.
         

         
         The woman in question was dressed all in black and sitting very, very still. Which could be why they hadn’t noticed her at
            all.
         

         
         “Dot, ladies sitting alone in pubs are usually looking for . . .”
         

         
         Then she saw the hat resting on the chair opposite the woman.

         
         A black one, with a jaunty feather.

         
         Something about the cant of her head . . .

         
         The color of her hair . . .

         
         Delilah’s heart lurched.

         
         She stared.

         
         “Please wait for me here, Dot.”

         
         She scarcely noted that she’d risen from her chair. But she was moving across the room, slowly, toward the woman as though
            some external force impelled her.
         

         
         She stopped at the table where the lone woman sat staring at what appeared to be a small, nearly full glass of sherry.

         
         A somewhat haunted, hunted expression fled from Mrs. Angelique Breedlove’s face when she looked up. She looked as weary as
            Delilah felt. As though she were beyond surprise.
         

         
         They stared at each other.

         
         “Are you going to toss a drink into my face? Or do you have an absurd, tiny pistol in that tiny, absurd little reticule?”

         
         Mrs. Breedlove said it lightly. But her eyes were cool and there was something of the coiled spring about her posture.

         
         Delilah matched her tone. “What a waste of a drink that would be. And you appear to be wearing silk. Did my husband buy it
            for you?”
         

         
         This was the person she was, apparently, when nobody was around to tell her who she was or who she ought to be. An ironic
            person. Someone who came out with questions just like that.
         

         
         It was as liberating as loosening her stays.

         
         “Yes,” the other woman said.

         
         They regarded each other with less hostility than one might imagine. More in the manner of two people who’d just discovered
            they’re not alone on a previously deserted island, and who are uncertain as to whether this new person is a cannibal or not.
         

         
         “May I sit down?” Delilah surprised herself by asking.

         
         Surprise flared in the other woman’s face.

         
         After a hesitation, she gave a slow, wary nod.

         
         Very, very gingerly, as if it was the very first thing she’d ever learned to do on her own, Delilah pulled out the chair.

         
         And settled herself into it.

         
         For a moment the silence was nearly ringing at their table, as if they were alone there beneath a dome.

         
         Mrs. Breedlove’s eyes were hazel, and her lashes were thick and gold. She was admittedly very pretty, but she didn’t in the
            least resemble Delilah’s notion of a fallen woman. Apart from perhaps the dashing hat. She’d always assumed fallen women were
            daring dressers.
         

         
         “We haven’t actually been formally introduced, Tavistock’s amusing performance notwithstanding,” Delilah began. “My name is
            Delilah Swanpoole. Countess of Derring.”
         

         
         The other woman smiled faintly. “Ah, yes. Formality. We mustn’t abandon that even in the face of penury. I would rise and
            curtsy, but once I sat down I felt as though I may never stand again. My name is Mrs. Angelique Breedlove.”
         

         
         “Is that your real name?”

         
         “Good heavens, no.” Her face lit with amusement, and for a moment Mrs. Breedlove looked five years younger than the haunted
            soul she’d seemed an unguarded few minutes ago. “What decent English mother names her daughter Angelique? And my mother was
            decent, I assure you. I was born Anne Breedlove, in Devonshire. The ‘Mrs.’ is an honorific I bestowed upon myself. It makes
            me more respectable, you see.”
         

         
         Mrs. Breedlove was winning the irony competition.

         
         They resumed the stares. Angelique’s chin was up ever so slightly, the only hint that she perhaps had a good deal to be defensive
            about. Her posture suggested it had gotten that way through repeatedly walking across a room balancing a stack of books as
            a child, the way Delilah’s own mother had trained her. Mrs. Breedlove’s pride was evident.
         

         
         “May I ask you another question?” Delilah said finally.

         
         Mrs. Breedlove nodded slowly.

         
         “Were you my husband’s mistress?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Mrs. Breedlove’s little smile was weary and taut. “Do you often ask questions you already know the answer to?”

         
         “A simple yes or no will suffice, Mrs. Breedlove.”

         
         “Yes, for the last three years. Which I’m certain would be your next question.”

         
         Delilah took in this information wordlessly.

         
         She knew what she ought to feel. Or rather, what she was expected to feel. But she was beginning to understand how filtering
            her true self through a screen of oughts and shoulds had diluted her essence little by little, like water added to whiskey. If she wasn’t careful, there would be nothing left
            of her, whoever she once was, before Derring.
         

         
         And God help her, she could not find it in herself to regret that Derring had mostly neglected the marital bed for the last
            two years, regardless of the reason.
         

         
         Her next question required her to reach into a heretofore untapped reservoir of nerve. It was just that she needed to know
            the depth and breadth of the lies that had apparently formed the foundation of her life before she could free herself from
            them. She took in a subtle sustaining breath.
         

         
         “Were you . . . were you in love with Derring? Was he in love with you?”

         
         Angelique’s eyes flared in astonishment and something like jaded amusement, which she quickly squelched.

         
         She regarded Delilah with something like sympathy, tinged with perhaps a little condescension.

         
         But she was silent for a moment.

         
         “Forgive me, I’m trying to decide which answer will be both accurate and sparing of your feelings.”

         
         “I no longer have feelings, so you needn’t worry on my account.”

         
         The corner of Angelique’s mouth quirked. “Ah, yes. The numbness. Don’t worry, all of your feelings will return with a vengeance
            at an inconvenient time.”
         

         
         “You’re a sage as well as a mistress, then, Mrs. Breedlove?” The woman’s jaded worldliness was beginning to abrade her nerves.
            And, to be perfectly honest, her pride. She was accustomed to being a countess: to issuing orders, albeit pleasantly. To commanding a certain respect and deference, without, of course, having done much
            of anything to deserve them apart from marrying an earl.
         

         
         Perhaps this was why she perversely admired Mrs. Breedlove’s worldliness, too. It seemed borne of an earned confidence. The
            sort gained from experience.
         

         
         “I believe I do have a specific sort of wisdom to impart,” Angelique said coolly. “And no. I didn’t love him, Lady Derring.
            Nor did he love me. I’ve come to believe that romantic love is a fallacy. I think life is cobbled together by business arrangements
            and compromises, and it’s this fact—the pure business of it all—that I hoped you wouldn’t find hurtful. It suited him to have
            a mistress, I believe, because all of his friends had one, even that odious little Tavistock. The way it suited him to buy
            sculptures and urns and whatnot. I feel as though I was collected, and as my straits were dire when we met, I was grateful.
            I did spare a thought or two for you, but not many, I confess. Under certain circumstances moral cringing becomes a luxury.”
         

         
         Delilah absorbed this silently. She didn’t know whether it was a relief to know or not. It certainly rather bleakly echoed
            her own conclusions about life and “love,” which interestingly wasn’t entirely pleasant to hear. It confirmed her own instincts
            about Derring. She supposed there was a bit of satisfaction in that.
         

         
         And yet something about the unadorned directness of this answer was exhilarating. Refreshingly lacking in self-pity, illusions,
            delusions, or obfuscation, and sprinkled liberally with multisyllabic words. She did enjoy intelligence. Frankly, it was like
            breathing clean air, which was in short supply in London. When one literally has nothing left to lose, communication probably
            got more efficient.
         

         
         But the cool, dry recitation had cost Mrs. Breedlove, somewhat: her chin had hiked, her face was taut and pale.

         
         How had such a woman come to such a pass?

         
         “Certain circumstances?” She tried to sound cool, but sympathy had crept into her voice.

         
         Angelique’s hazel eyes were fixed searchingly on Delilah’s. Something she saw there made her suddenly pivot toward the bar.

         
         “Frances, love, would you bring my friend a sherry? A large one?”

         
         “No, thank you,” Delilah said firmly. “I seldom drink. I’m not even in the habit of taking sherry after dinner.”

         
         “You will tonight,” Angelique said. “I think you need it, and besides, that way we can be certain you’ll ask all of the questions
            you wish to ask and you shall be honest with me and I shall be honest with you.”
         

         
         Delilah considered this. “Very well. I’ve nothing to steal, so there’s very little risk in getting so drunk that you’re able
            to rob me. And if you attempt to sell me to a brothel, my ferocious lady’s maid, Dot, will stab you with a hatpin.”
         

         
         It was rather dark, as jests went. And it was a jest.
         

         
         Mostly.

         
         Dot, hearing her name if not the context, yawned, smiled shyly, and gave a little wave with the hand wielding the hatpin,
            then tucked her chin into her chest again and continued dozing.
         

         
         Mrs. Breedlove glanced at Dot then back at Delilah, eyebrows raised.

         
         Her eyes flashed genuine, nearly mischievous amusement.

         
         Delilah was dangerously close to rather liking Mrs. Breedlove.

         
         It seemed unlikely that this little pub would stock something so native to fine drawing rooms as sherry, but Frances rummaged
            beneath her bar, produced an appropriate little glass, glugged the sherry into it, and brought it over.
         

         
         “Now we’ll drink to dear, dull, dead Derring,” Angelique said.

         
         Frances thunked it down on the table in front of Delilah. “Oh, Derring!” Fran crowed. “Annie, wasn’t he the one what asked
            whether you’d be willing to get down on all fours and crow like a—”
         

         
         “Finish that sentence, and it will be your last,” Angelique said with deadly calm.

         
         Frances froze in shock. Then she raised her hands as if in surrender. “My apologies. No harm meant, Mrs. Breedlove.”

         
         She backed away on her tiptoes, arms raised in the air.

         
         Delilah’s jaw had swung open.

         
         There transpired an exceedingly awkward moment, during which Delilah said aloud only one of the dozens of things she was thinking.
            As it so happened, it was the one thing guaranteed to appall her mother.
         

         
         “I wish I could get away with saying that sort of thing. What you just said to Fran.”

         
         Mrs. Breedlove looked a trifle ruffled, however. Perhaps embarrassed. “You are better off not knowing about that sort of thing,
            Lady Derring. And no. She was mistaken. Derring had no imagination at all.”
         

         
         Delilah had no real idea what any of this meant, though she suspected it was appallingly sexual. No amount of sherry would
            persuade her to ask Angelique to expound on that. Perversely, she was both resentful of and grateful for her own naivete,
            and a trifle irritated by Mrs. Breedlove’s assumption of it.
         

         
         “I will take your word for it, now, Mrs. Breedlove. I expect you are uncomfortable expounding. But I think I shall decide what I’m better off not knowing.”
         

         
         Mrs. Breedlove tipped her head and studied Delilah as if she were a cunning little jewel box and she’d just noticed she had
            a hidden compartment.
         

         
         “Drink it,” Mrs. Breedlove advised firmly, but gently. “The sherry.”

         
         Delilah sighed. They raised their glasses simultaneously and ironically clinked them together. Delilah threw hers back like
            she’d seen men do, and swallowed.
         

         
         She gasped. Her eyelashes whirred as water flooded her eyes.

         
         Then a lovely warmth spread from her diaphragm out in little tributaries in her body. Simultaneously reviving and anesthetizing.
            Magical, really.
         

         
         “Well,” she said. Intrigued.

         
         “Smooths the edges a bit, yes?” Angelique was amused. She’d sipped hers. Even though only a tiny amount remained.

         
         “Rather.” As she had earlier with cursing, she understood, suddenly, the point of a little alcohol.

         
         They sat in silence a moment.

         
         “You didn’t love Derring, either,” Mrs. Breedlove said. It sounded oddly sympathetic.

         
         Delilah’s jaw dropped. “Of course I . . .”
         

         
         Hell’s teeth. She hadn’t the strength to continue to prop up her own facade.

         
         She lowered her voice. “What makes you say that?”

         
         “You’re a woman of feeling, clearly, but none of your feelings seem to be shredding grief for your late husband.”

         
         Delilah breathed in and released the breath slowly. Behind her, both the fire and the man snoring next to it crackled.

         
         “I tried.” Her voice was hoarse. He’d frowned in discomfort when she was playful or laughed too loud. And yet he always, always
            expected her to smile.
         

         
         And suddenly the regret for years she’d lost in that loveless stasis was lacerating. To what end? She had ensured the last years of her parents’ lives were
            comfortable. Was safety worth it?
         

         
         “I was grateful to him.” Her voice was frayed. “I truly was. He wanted an heir. And I felt as though I failed him. I wanted
            children, and a house full of music, of—”
         

         
         “Guilt is ballast,” Angelique said startlingly firmly. “Release it. It won’t serve you in your—our—current circumstances.”

         
         Ah, yes. The current circumstances.
         

         
         Delilah fell silent again, as the current circumstances asserted themselves through remembering where they were: a pub by
            the docks, because she was penniless.
         

         
         “He held you in the utmost esteem, you know,” Angelique said gently, ironically. “Derring did.”

         
         She didn’t know what to say to that. It seemed impossible that you could truly care for someone and leave them ignorant of
            living on the knife-edge of disaster.
         

         
         “If only one could pay the landlord with esteem,” Delilah mused.

         
         Angelique gave another slow smile, as if everything about Delilah was both unexpected and a little entertaining.

         
         “Haven’t you family, Lady Derring? A place to live?”

         
         Delilah slowly shook her head. “I was an only child. I haven’t family on this continent, anyhow. I have Dot.” They looked
            over at Dot, her petite frame slumped in the chair, mouth open, snoring softly. “She’s the only one who didn’t flee. And . . .
            I haven’t decided yet where I might go. My options are limited and unattractive and involve begging for charity.”
         

         
         Angelique quirked the corner of her mouth. “I had two servants who abandoned me with
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