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            Dedication

         
         
            To you, yes you, the person holding this book in your sweet hands or listening to it with your sweet ears: thank you. May
               something wonderful happen to you shortly after you finish reading this sentence.
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            Chapter One

         
         Catherine Keating knew she was giddier than she ought to be for eleven o’clock at night on a Thursday evening, but she’d ordered
            a cup of tea anyway, just because she could, just for the delightful novelty of having it brought right to the door of her
            boardinghouse room on a tray by a maid named Dot.
         

         
         Go to London and make all the young men fall in love with you, her father had said.
         

         
         Catherine frankly liked her chances.

         
         Her dresses might be two seasons old, but she had new handkerchiefs, new gloves, and, thanks to the skillful social maneuverings
            of a certain Lady Wisterberg, more than a half dozen or so invitations to the season’s balls and assemblies. And while she
            might not have much of a dowry, she did have her lucky necklace that had once been her mother’s—a single pearl on a gold chain—and
            her mother’s eyes—wide spaced, sky blue. What more did a girl need?
         

         
         The plan had been impulsively hatched at a Lancashire house party a few months prior by Lady Wisterberg and Cat’s Aunt Keating, who had been delighted when Catherine and Lucy Morrow, Lady Wisterberg’s goddaughter, had got on famously. As Lucy had been staying with Lady Wisterberg in her crowded-with-relatives London town house, Catherine and her aunt had written to arrange for a pair of rooms at The Grand Palace on the Thames, a boardinghouse described by their village vicar, Mr. Bellingham, as Elysium by the London docks. The food! The company! The chandelier! he’d rhapsodized.
         

         
         But much like the thrilling plot twist in The Ghost in the Attic, the story fellow guest Mrs. Pariseau had read aloud to the others in the boardinghouse sitting room this evening, at the
            very last minute Cat’s great-aunt badly sprained her ankle and couldn’t make the journey. Cat had reconciled herself to staying
            home.
         

         
         Her father had insisted she go anyway. I’d like to see you settled, Cat. I won’t be here for forever.

         
         It wasn’t a platitude. Her father was a physician, intimately familiar with the tricky intricacies of the human body and the
            infinite variety of ways in which it could fail, and his was failing. They both knew there was a reason he now needed to pause
            on the landing to get his breath as he went up the stairs, and why he struggled to travel miles in the dead of night to deliver
            a baby or sit by a dying man’s bed. It was his heart. He and everyone who knew him had long taken for granted that his was
            as roomy, battered but indestructible as the old leather bag he carried with him when he went to his patients. But they’d
            buried her mother five years ago—she’d died after a short illness. And Cat suspected her mother had been half the reason her
            father’s heart beat at all.
         

         
         At the time, it had felt as though her own young heart had been hurled irretrievably into a deep well. Into every life, she
            supposed, came an event to which one must simply surrender and live through.
         

         
         Bloom and decay, birth and death—nothing instilled pragmatism and awareness of the rhythms of life more than growing up in a small town in Northumberland as the only child of the only doctor for miles and miles. Cat wasn’t inclined to self-pity. They were far from wealthy—her father had a habit of accepting things like dandelion wine or a piglet for payment when his patients were short of shillings—but there was little she’d ever truly wanted that she couldn’t have, unless it was for people and animals she loved to live forever. She’d learned that everything beautiful and beloved was merely on loan. The gift in knowing this was that every moment now seemed as precious as currency, and every rare pleasure pierced. 

         
         And for these reasons, as much as she’d yearned for the excitement of a London trip, she’d balked at leaving her father behind
            for an entire month. They could only just afford it, besides.
         

         
         I forbid you to worry about me, he’d said sternly. I’m not going to expire tomorrow, child, and I can do without you for a month or so. I’ve Mrs. Cartwright to persecute, er,
               look after me. Mrs. Cartwright was their beloved housekeeper. He’d said this within her earshot so she could squawk in happy outrage.
         

         
         Cat was clever and her parents had seen to it that she was well-read and well-spoken, and her aunt and Lady Wisterberg asserted
            she was more likely to meet a similarly clever, educated, and well-spoken young man—who also had an independent income, and
            maybe even (thrillingly!) a title—in London than in Lancashire. The notion of this jostled her heart pleasantly.
         

         
         The flare of a young man’s pupils when a step in a quadrille brought their faces flirtatiously closer, the hitch in her breath when a strapping young fellow effortlessly hurled her trunk up onto the mail coach, the startling lunge and shock of lips on her skin when an inebriated Henry Thatcher had been overcome by ardor and kissed her on the cheek when they were both eighteen—all hinted at a world of sensual discovery awaiting her. All called to something earthy and restless in her nature. 

         
         And yet. While a few young men had tried to court her, none had yet infiltrated her imagination. She did not lie awake at
            night pining for any of them.
         

         
         She did not yet know how shortened breath or a pupil flare evolved into love. She knew what love ought to look like: her father
            standing behind her mother, arms wrapped around her, watching the sunset in softly absorbed silent communication beyond conversation.
            He had courted her mother assiduously, and won her, or so went the story they always told; there had never been anyone else
            for him.
         

         
         Surely she would know love by how it felt?

         
         So in the end, she and her trunk had come in on the mail coach, accompanied by an older, widowed neighbor who had a few days’
            worth of business in London and would be abiding with her relatives near Covent Garden. Mr. Bellingham had assured both her
            and her father that the boardinghouse proprietresses, Mrs. Hardy and Mrs. Durand, were ladies through and through, and would
            look after her as well as her aunt would. Lady Wisterberg would look after her the rest of the time.
         

         
         The notion that she needed looking after amused Cat. She was twenty-two years old. She’d once helped her father sew the tip of a man’s finger back on. She’d once assisted in delivering a lamb. When his assistant had gone home for the day, she sometimes handed him bandages or ointments or lent an ear to any suffering patients who arrived after hours, and she regularly strode or rode alone around the countryside to neighbors’ houses or into town—but only safe distances, familiar ones, because her head was about as level as a girl’s head could be without being flat as a table. Nevertheless, she understood that if a young man wanted to meet her, he would need to ask Lady Wisterberg for an introduction. She would be the bulwark between Catherine and any whiff of impropriety, and quite possibly the sentry at the gate between Cat and her own moment of watching the sunset with a man’s—perhaps even a titled man’s—arms wrapped around her.
         

         
         So Cat could foresee only delights while she was in London: she was looking forward to seeing Lucy again, as they had laughed
            a good deal together during the fortnight of the house party. Lucy was forthright and kind and enjoyed horrid novels and archery
            and vigorous walking about to see the sights. Her embroidery was exquisite and her watercolors abysmal, and for Catherine
            it was the other way around. Lucy had brought a tantalizing whiff of London sophistication into the country, as she’d often
            stayed there with her godmother, Lady Wisterberg, in her town house.
         

         
         And as for The Grand Palace on the Thames, she’d seldom had a more congenial evening. Mrs. Hardy and Mrs. Durand were everything
            that was charming and kind. All the guests had been given a little glass of sherry after a delicious dinner of fish stew and
            a tart for dessert. And after Mrs. Pariseau had read aloud a chapter of The Ghost in the Attic, a story that fair had her nibbling on her nails in suspense (even though she wasn’t certain she believed in ghosts) a funny man named Mr. Delacorte had gotten in the mood for singing. “Oh, I know what we should sing! I’ll teach it to you, Miss Keating,” he’d said. “It’s a bloody good song. It has a clap in it, where you’re supposed to say ‘arse’!” 

         
         This had caused an abrupt and reproachful silence. Whereupon Mr. Delacorte proceeded, red-faced and contrite, to an Epithet
            Jar and dropped in a penny. Everyone had been very understanding and murmured condolences and magnanimously blamed the sherry,
            as apparently, he’d gone for forty entire days without uttering an epithet in front of everybody else. To make him feel better
            about it, they’d all (with great reluctance, she noted, on the part of Mrs. Hardy and Mrs. Durand) sung the song he chose.
         

         
         And it was a bloody good song, Cat thought to herself, mischievously. No wonder he’d been so enthusiastic about it. It was naughty,
            too. She’d been loudly and merrily singing it ever since she’d returned to her room a half hour ago.
         

         
         Truthfully, neither “bloody” nor “arse” shocked her much; her father was known to passionately expostulate now and again.
            She knew better than to say them in company, however.
         

         
         “Oh, I’m a man of great valor and honor, at least that’s what he said before he climbed on ’er!” she sang as she pulled her
            night rail from the clothing press.
         

         
         She was wholly delighted by her room, in fact.

         
         Behind her, a veritable cloud disguised as a bed—she’d tested it with a bounce—was crowned with two equally decadent pillows
            and draped in a pink knitted coverlet. Perched on the little writing desk was a porcelain vase into which a fluff of white
            blossoms had been stuffed. The entire room smelled of spring, which meant it also smelled like hope. The blossoms had likely
            been plucked from the tiny, perfect park encircled by a wrought iron fence in front of the building.
         

         
         The first of the London balls, at Lord and Lady Clayton’s, was tomorrow night. Her heart took up a frisky tempo at the thought. With whom would she dance first? 

         
         She impulsively seized her pelisse to use as a partner and waltzed it around the room, singing: “‘Have pity,’ he said, ‘have
            patience, I pray, I’ve a stick up me CLAP and gray in me hair!’ La la la la—OH! Ow! Oh no—”
         

         
         She’d spun herself and her pelisse partner into the desk chair.

         
         Which teetered drunkenly, then toppled onto its back with a mighty crash that made her flinch.

         
         She dropped her partner on the bed and crouched, rubbing her shin. “Good heavens, sir. It looks as though you may have imbibed
            too much this evening. Let me help you up,” she said to amuse herself as she righted the chair.
         

         
         A moment later she whirled again at a vigorous rapping on her door.

         
         Lovely! Dot had arrived with her tea!

         
         Beaming, she flung the door open.

         
         And beheld a man.

         
         He was coatless. His cravat dangled as if he’d been interrupted in the act of clawing it off, his striped waistcoat hung open,
            and his thick, black hair was dashed into peaks, very like he’d plowed two tormented hands through it. A shocking, tiny little
            V of bare skin was visible at his throat. He also had the shoulders of someone who could effortlessly hurl a trunk up onto
            a mail coach, and the sculpted cheekbones normally sported by statues of deities.
         

         
         She wasn’t proud of it, but these last three things were what made her close the door only most of the way instead of slamming
            it.
         

         
         “I came as quickly as I could, madam. Shall I send for a doctor?” His voice was a rumbling bass she could feel in her sternum. His tone was all urgent, hushed sympathy. 

         
         “I—I beg your pardon, sir?”

         
         “Surely one only caterwauls past midnight if one has suffered the loss of a limb, or has inadvertently run oneself through
            with a fireplace poker.”
         

         
         He sounded so earnest, and his Welsh accent was so beautiful—the “s’s” caressed, the “r’s” gently rolled—it was a full three
            seconds before she realized this was a grave insult, not a benediction. He’d made the word “caterwaul” sound like a poem.
         

         
         She was mute with astonishment.

         
         Through the crack of the door, his fierce dark eyes seemed as endless as the universe.

         
         “I—I’m terribly sorry if I disturbed you, sir. You see, I’m new to London and—”

         
         He held up a hand. “Ah. Say no more. You hail from a place where you can freely wail the song of your people to the hills,
            like a wolf. Mere walls cannot contain your exuberance. Sleep is as nothing when you are filled with song. One simply must twirl.”
         

         
         Her stomach contracted against the sardonic onslaught. He was so beautiful and colorfully mean. Despite herself, she was perversely thrilled. He was an entirely new creature to her experience, and she’d come to London
            for new experiences.
         

         
         He gazed back at her, radiating enough impatience for the entire human race.

         
         “How did you know about the twirl?” She almost whispered it.

         
         “Something caused the crash. I suspect cavorting.”
         

         
         Oh no. “You heard the crash, too?” Her cheeks were fully aflame now.

         
         “The building juddered like a ship in a storm.” He explained this slowly, as if to a child.

         
         They regarded each other through the four inches of open door while a series of eloquent and scathing little rejoinders sparked
            and died in her mind. He was rude. She was no coward.
         

         
         But her sense of fairness was powerful. However ignorant she was of the thickness of the walls, it was no excuse; she was
            in the wrong. And this man appeared to be under some sort of duress.
         

         
         She cleared her throat. “Well,” she said humbly. “I am abashed. I apologize. I was unaware of your proximity, sir. Thank you
            for calling it to my attention. I shall endeavor to be quiet.”
         

         
         “If you would be so kind.” These last words were briskly, exasperatedly delivered.

         
         His point unforgettably made, he spun and vanished from the doorway as if he’d never been.

         
         She stared, blinking, into the space he’d left, her ears ringing as if he’d been a cymbal clash, instead of a man.

         
         Presently she heard a clinking and rattling, which turned out to be Dot proceeding at a stately, cautious pace down the hall,
            bearing a tray of tea.
         

         
         “Dot . . . who was that man?”

         
         Dot glanced stealthily over her shoulder. “Lord Kirke.” She said it very quietly. “He arrived late this evening.”

         
         Cat was stunned. “The Lord Kirke?”
         

         
         Dot nodded slowly.

         
         An eloquent look passed between them as Cat took the tray.

         
         “Mr. Pike let him in,” Dot told her with a certain grim satisfaction, as if this explained everything.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         One night after feasting a little too enthusiastically on Helga’s apple tart, Dot had dreamed she was swimming in a vat of
            treacle. No matter how hard she’d tried, she’d never been able to move her limbs fast enough to get to the edge and climb
            out.
         

         
         The moment she saw Mr. Pike, the footman, striding across the foyer to open the door was just like that.

         
         She’d been at the top of the landing. And if she could have, she would have skipped the last three steps and hurdled the banister
            into the foyer, as she’d once seen Captain Hardy do. Or perhaps she might have yanked off her shoe and whipped it into Pike’s
            path, on the off chance he’d stumble over it. Or aimed it square for that place between his regrettably vast shoulders. She
            could be surprisingly fierce when it came to protecting things she loved, and of all her responsibilities at The Grand Palace
            on the Thames, opening the door was her very favorite. For her, it was emblematic of both the place itself, which she loved
            with all her heart, and her role in the world. She’d always been the first to ever see any potential guest who appeared.
         

         
         But no matter what she did, she still wouldn’t get to the door in time.

         
         So she was forced to watch Pike stride across the checked marble of the foyer.

         
         Pass beneath their beloved chandelier . . .

         
         Open the peep hatch . . .

         
         Then, God help her, for the first time ever . . .

         
         Open the door.

         
          

         The man Pike had let in had stood perfectly still beneath the chandelier. He was at least as tall as Pike, but a good decade
            older, she’d warrant. He had black hair and black eyes and his face was composed of stern, handsome planes. He’d looked tired.
            He’d eyed her with baleful amusement, as if a maid hurtling down the stairs, cap askew, mouth and eyes perfect O’s of outrage,
            was only to be expected. He betrayed not one shred of surprise.
         

         
         Dot knew Mrs. Hardy and Mrs. Durand wanted a large man to open the door at least at night, on the theory that nights were
            more dangerous than days. This was a fair assumption at the London Docks, a part of the city where one was just slightly more
            likely to be stabbed than other parts.
         

         
         “It’s the full moon on a Wednesday, Dot,” Pike said, his voice lowered. “Remember? Just like you said in the kitchen when
            you knocked me down a few months ago.”
         

         
         She didn’t reply. It was very ungentlemanly of him to remind her of that moment in the kitchen. That episode had been at least half his fault. But she
            still felt truly terrible about it.
         

         
         They stared each other down.

         
         Pike was gray of eye, square of jaw, and sober of demeanor. Dot had both a fierce sense of propriety and a profound appreciation for handsome men—which Pike unfortunately was, by anyone’s definition—and these two qualities existed more or less harmoniously when the man in question wasn’t so frequently underfoot. When he was, the friction was like a pebble in her shoe. It was a test of character and made her feel somewhat martyred and, given that she was the heroine in her own story, she admittedly took a frisson of pleasure in her suffering. She understood how much Mrs. Hardy and Mrs. Durand valued and cared for her, which never ceased feeling like a lovely miracle. But Mr. Pike had been the result of a long, daunting, and often bizarre search for a footman willing to work at the docks for a modest salary while being willing to perform a variety of tasks in addition to the usual footman duties, such as repairing the roof, or thumping an intruder on the jaw, or firing a gun if necessary. He was after a fashion a prize, while Dot had more or less come along with Delilah when Delilah had been Lady Derring, like a valise. 

         
         Mr. Pike was always all that was proper and respectful to everyone, the maids included. His manners were impeccable. But the
            maids were all on their best behavior around him lest he be taken away from them.
         

         
         “It is indeed the full moon, so it is,” she said cagily, precisely as if she’d remembered it and actually meant what she’d
            said at the time: that maybe she would allow him to open the door on that day. She hadn’t considered that he would remember
            it so specifically.
         

         
         Pike had already taken the man’s greatcoat. She eyed it covetously. Before Pike, Dot had always taken away the coats and wraps
            of their guests, and their wraps told her so much about the person. She could see that this one had at least three capes.
            “And what you said in the kitchen that night? You’re right,” Pike said. “I thoroughly enjoyed opening the door. It’s like opening a present, a gift, as you said. You never know who might be on the other side.” 

         
         He looked her square in the eye with a determined glint as he said it.

         
         She had a feeling that now that he’d gotten a taste of it, he wasn’t going to give it up without a fight.

         
         “I’ll talk to our new person and find out what he needs,” Dot said, on a low, fierce whisper, while their guest waited, gazing
            around the place, wearing a bemused expression now, as most guests did once they got a look at things. “And go and tell Mrs.
            Hardy and Mrs. Durand that he’s here. You can take his greatcoat away.”
         

         
         There was a tense little pause.

         
         “Very well,” Pike said pleasantly, with the air of a man who knows he’s won this round and intends to win many more.

         
          

         “I feel like a castaway in my own bed lately,” Delilah mourned. “It feels so vast.”

         
         Angelique Durand and Delilah Hardy liked to end their days in the sitting room at the top of the stairs, where they would
            review the events of the day, plan the next, and do a little mending. They were reminiscing about their husbands. Which, granted,
            seemed silly to both of them, since Captain Hardy and Lord Bolt had only been away for a little more than a week and were
            due home in a day or so.
         

         
         “I know what you mean.” Angelique sighed. “I have to sleep with twice as many blankets without Lucien.” Lucien liked to sleep
            naked and he was like her own personal furnace.
         

         
         “I do wish Mr. Delacorte wasn’t so very attached to that song,” Angelique added dryly. “I’d rather like to contain it, like the plague, if we can, before we hear it sung all over London.” 

         
         “If only it wasn’t so insidiously catchy,” Delilah agreed. It had been composed on the spot by their former guest, Miss Mariana
            Wylde, as a not-so-subtle dig at another of their guests, the Duke of Valkirk.
         

         
         “We’ll just have to somehow write another one to supplant it in his affections. Perhaps something cheerful about donkey racing.”

         
         They both laughed.

         
         “This is Lucien’s favorite waistcoat,” Angelique said wistfully, extracting it from the mending pile and smoothing it as if
            her husband was inside of it at the moment. It was a dark plum color, and one of the silver buttons was loose.
         

         
         Captain Tristan Hardy, Delilah’s husband, a legendary former blockade captain, and Lucien, Lord Bolt, formerly-infamous-now-somewhat-respectable
            bastard son of a duke, were partners in the Triton Group, an import and export endeavor. They had gone up the coast to a shipyard
            to see about repairs to their beloved ship The Zephyr, which, after weeks of harrowing uncertainty, had limped into port well after she was expected, late, storm damaged, and
            dismasted. She was still seaworthy, but only just. They were also seeing to outfitting a new ship in what they hoped would
            one day be a fleet of ships—The Rogue, it was called, after the man who owned it, who was now also their partner. They were on the brink of a thrilling, and risky,
            but potentially immensely enriching new chapter in all of their lives.
         

         
         Meanwhile, finances remained a trifle snug. And though the suites at The Grand Palace on the Thames had been taken for the last half of the season, they were currently experiencing a bit of a lull in guests. Ebb and flow was ever thus at the boardinghouse. They had learned to love the unpredictability the way they had learned to appreciate the changes in weather. 

         
         So they both looked up alertly at the unmistakable sound of Dot bounding up the stairs. And winced when she tripped on the
            second to last one.
         

         
         “A gentleman has arrived and he would like a room,” she announced in a rush.

         
         It was just a few minutes before curfew, the time at which all guests must be safely inside. The arrival of potential guests
            at this hour often heralded dramatic episodes at The Grand Palace on the Thames.
         

         
         “Take a breath, Dot, and tell us what he’s like.” Angelique stood and reached over and righted Dot’s askew cap with a finger.

         
         “His shoulders are at least as wide as Mr. Pike’s.”

         
         The moment the words were out of her mouth, a scarlet blush scrolled from her collarbone to the ruffle of her bright white
            cap. Taken with her blue eyes, the effect was unexpectedly patriotic, like a Union Jack.
         

         
         They stared at her, nonplussed.

         
         Dot looked stricken and a little amazed that the words had escaped her.

         
         Granted, the three of them had created the small wonder that was The Grand Palace on the Thames from the tumbledown building
            Delilah inherited from her perfidious first husband, and the habit of assessing every man they met based on whether they were
            tall enough to reach the sconces in order to light the candles died hard.
         

         
         The use of Pike as a standard against which to compare broad shoulders was new, however.

         
         “I can almost picture him, Dot,” Delilah replied gravely. Angelique bit her lip against a laugh. “Did you happen to observe
            anything else about him?”
         

         
         “The silver cup with the words engraved on it—the one that the king sent to you and Captain Hardy as a wedding present?”

         
         Delilah and Angelique waited with somewhat martyred patience. Sometimes—it helped to have had a sherry—one could almost follow
            Dot’s cognitive leaps, which often resembled the floppy meanderings of a butterfly. Her mind was an enigmatic place, and surely
            she found much within it absorbing, as she often bumped into, tripped over, or dropped things as a result of roaming around
            up in its rafters rather than paying attention to what she was doing—for example, in several memorable instances, carrying
            a tea tray. But she had proved to be a savant when it came to describing their guests.
         

         
         “Yes?” Delilah prompted.

         
         “His voice is like that. Very deep and elegant and precise and perhaps a bit chilly.”

         
         “Mmm. Intriguing,” Angelique approved.

         
         “His boots are Hoby, I’d warrant, and the buttons on his waistcoat are silver, and his greatcoat had three capes.” She might
            have once been the world’s worst lady’s maid, but she did know clothes, and her gentlemen from the not-gentlemen, and she
            could detect it in a heartbeat. Both gentlemen and not-gentlemen were welcome at The Grand Palace on the Thames, as long as
            they passed the interview and Delilah and Angelique agreed he would likely get on nicely with the rest of their guests. They
            had vowed to admit only people they liked.
         

         
         They had realized this was a bit aspirational when the rooms were empty. They were pragmatic, too.
         

         
         “Mmm. So an actual gentleman, then.” Delilah began untying her apron in preparation for meeting him.

         
         “But here and here”—Dot gestured to the little hollows beneath her eyes—“it’s dark. Like he hasn’t slept.”

         
         “Poor soul,” Delilah said absently. She never slept as well when Tristan was away.

         
         “And he smells as though he’s been cooking over a fire,” Dot concluded.

         
         They froze in removing their aprons.

         
         “Are you certain it’s not just cheroot or cigar smoke?” Angelique finally asked.

         
         “I know how gentlemen ought to smell,” Dot said loftily, causing Delilah’s and Angelique’s eyebrows to leap in tandem.

         
         “From taking their coats,” she expounded, to their profound relief. “They smell like their coats.”

         
         They did. And for an instant, Angelique and Delilah simultaneously experienced fits of yearning for their husbands and the
            smell of their coats.
         

         
         They puzzled over all of this for a moment. There had been a time or two where Dot had described a potential guest and they
            had immediately asked her to go back down and send them on their way. Usually it was a guest who had come bearing a yellowed
            menu of prurient services once offered by the building’s former incarnation, which haunted the sign hanging over the door
            in the form of the very faint word “rogue” visible behind its elegant lettering.
         

         
         And then Dot lowered her voice conspiratorially to deliver her coup de grâce. “I think he might be someone important.”
         

         
         “Or believes he is,” Angelique was amused. In their collective experience, most gentlemen considered themselves important. At least more important than any woman in the vicinity. 

         
         But Dot had an eye for this, too.

         
         “Once under our roof, all of our guests are equally important,” Delilah reminded Dot diplomatically, with a quick wry glance
            at Angelique. While it was fundamentally true—and they had indeed received a number of “important” guests, including a duke,
            and very briefly, His Majesty the actual king—they knew in their heart of hearts that if circumstances involved a shipwreck,
            room in their lifeboat for one more person, and a choice between their longtime guest Mr. Delacorte and the monarch, well,
            England would probably need to go searching for a new ruler. They hoped they were never tested.
         

         
         “Except he only wanted a regular room, not a suite.”

         
         This was interesting, too: usually the important people liked to emphasize their importance by taking a suite.

         
         “And when I said, as you taught me, Mrs. Durand, ‘Whom may I say is calling?’” Nothing made Dot feel more sophisticated than the word “whom.” Angelique, a former governess, had recently taught it to her and she
            might as well have given Dot a tiara. “He said ‘KIRKE.’ Just like that. Sharp as a handclap.” She demonstrated by bringing
            her hands together. “He’s altogether impatient. I told him that we were an exclusive establishment and that you would need
            to speak to him first, he gave a laugh, like this—HA!” She imitated a short, wildly ironic laugh that made both of them jump
            a little. “And then he sighed and said, ‘Oh, by all means, do go and tell them I’m here.’”
         

         
         “He sounds like a joy,” Angelique said dryly.

         
         They were still a moment. Bemused.

         
         In the end, curiosity, and the currently empty rooms, won.

         
         “Let’s go and meet him,” Delilah said. “Will you make tea, Dot?”

         
         Dot gave a little hop because bringing tea to new guests was her other favorite thing to do. And so far, there seemed no chance
            that Pike would ever be asked to do it, but one never knew.
         

         
          

         Dot was right on all counts.

         
         As it turned out, their guest was one of the people Mr. Delacorte referred to as a “The.” For instance, the Duke of Valkirk had come to stay with them, and the King of England had briefly parked his majestic behind on the settee, and the Earl of Vaughn and his family had once taken a suite, and the Lord Bolt had reappeared from the alleged dead (and married Angelique). And though he had ultimately taken to all of those
            men—he liked nearly everyone, and eventually, everyone was given no choice but to like him in return—he was always more comfortable
            with the likes of Mr. Bellingham, a vicar who shared his love for donkey races and to whom he’d introduced the joys of singing
            bawdy songs in a pub while drunk. He felt he was becoming more refined by the minute, thanks to the marvelously civilizing
            powers of Mrs. Hardy and Mrs. Durand. But the “The” guests reminded him that he was a work in progress, and he always felt
            with them at first the way he did when his waistcoat buttons were just a little too tight.
         

         
         The Lord Dominic Kirke’s house had caught on fire. Something to do with a lamp. Hence his smokey aroma. He’d escaped just in time, with a few of his belongings. 

         
         They learned this straightaway because, as it turned out, Lord Kirke was every bit as . . . well, bracingly direct as Dot
            described.
         

         
         Angelique and Delilah knew what to do with testy, tired, impatient, wild-eyed men whose houses had just burned nearly all
            the way down: they clucked over his shocking news, spoke in soothing tones, tucked him into a comfortable room, ferried away
            his smokey things to be aired and brushed, sent him up some drinking chocolate and a scone, and took his money.
         

         
         And if he was a bit notorious . . . well, they had a good deal of experience with that, too.

         
         “He’s going to want to orate, isn’t he?” Mr. Delacorte said somewhat grimly, when they delivered the news of their new guest
            as he was heading up to his room for the night. For Lord Kirke’s fiery, eloquent speeches in the House of Commons were legendary,
            and frequently printed in the newspaper.
         

         
         “Perhaps not,” Delilah soothed. “After all, it’s his job. Nobody wants to do their job all the time. Perhaps he’ll want to
            quietly sit and listen to a story. Perhaps he’ll enjoy a game of chess.”
         

         
         “I happily want to do my job all the time,” Mr. Delacorte pointed out.
         

         
         This was true. While he was a partner with Captain Hardy and Lord Bolt in the Triton Group, he was also an importer of remedies from the Orient made up of herbs and ingredients and what he referred to as “ground up bits and bobs, horns and testicles and whatnot,” some of which worked a treat. He sold them to surgeons and apothecaries up and down England. It was how he’d made unlikely friends everywhere. He never missed an opportunity to make a sale. 

         
         “If he does orate, Mrs. Pariseau will be in heaven.” Their guest Mrs. Pariseau was in her middle years and was thoroughly
            enjoying her relatively monied widowhood. And while she had no interest at all in ever marrying again, she loved few things
            more than handsome men and arcane debate.
         

         
         And not even men like Lord Kirke, whose name regularly appeared on the front pages of the newspaper and the dripping-with-innuendo
            gossip pages that Dot read to the rapt maids in the kitchen, would be exempt from the rules. And that included gathering in
            the sitting room four nights a week with all the other guests.
         

         
         “Does Tristan vote Tory?” Angelique wondered, on a yawn, as they tidied the sitting room for the night. Their new guest was
            a Whig.
         

         
         “I don’t know how he votes, to be honest. Except that he’s exhibited an independent streak when it comes to voting against
            The Ghost in the Attic.”
         

         
         “Ah. About that. I think Mrs. Pariseau is actually plotting a rebellion,” Angelique said cryptically, and they headed for
            their rooms. “Perhaps she’ll recruit him and make a revolutionary of Captain Hardy yet.”
         

         
         Laughing at this notion, they made for their bedrooms.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Catherine fixed her eyes on the plume merrily bobbing atop Lady Wisterberg’s big, handsome head as they navigated the river
            of humans—London’s finest—filing into Lord and Lady Clayton’s grand Grosvenor Square house. Lucy, in lavender figured satin,
            was just ahead of her, spirals of brown hair bouncing at her temples with her every step. But Catherine had scarcely been
            able to do more than exchange compliments and greetings and smiles with Lucy: delighted to have a captive audience and full
            of high spirits, Lady Wisterberg had chattered about Lady this and Lord that, so many people and places Catherine didn’t know
            the whole of the way there in the hack. She remembered none of it. Nerves melted all of her chaperone’s words like snowflakes
            before they could settle into her brain.
         

         
         At last, the crowd inside the ballroom came into view like jewels spilled from a pirate’s chest. Splendor assailed her: bunting
            swooped from the ceiling, flowers and ferns exploded from urns, silk and satin gleamed on the women, and voices tumbled all
            over each other in shouts and laughter, competing with the sounds of a fine little orchestra.
         

         
         Cat’s heart fluttered like a trapped bird with excitement.

         
         Lady Wisterberg expertly marched her charges forth through the throng, yodeling greetings and waggling her be-gloved, beringed fingers to people who turned to waggle theirs at her. It was already sultry with heat from all the bodies. Catherine was happy to have a chance to use her best silk fan, painted with a Northumberland scene. 

         
         At last they emerged into a clearing of sorts, spanned by a long table bearing enormous bowls of ratafia and rows of cups.

         
         Lady Wisterberg made certain the three of them were served. Then: “Cheers!” she said, and tossed the whole of her cup back
            in a gulp.
         

         
         Catherine blinked.

         
         Lady Wisterberg filled another one. “I find it’s always best to begin as you mean to go on!” She winked. And apparently she
            meant drinking, because she drained that one in only two gulps.
         

         
         Catherine cautiously sipped at hers. Tasty enough, but nose-crinklingly strong. She knew better than to drink it quickly.
            She’d been too full of jittery, delighted anticipation to do much more than poke at dinner, and she’d decadently slept through
            breakfast, awaking to coffee and a scone surely fresh from the ovens of heaven. Thankfully Lord Kirke had not been about to
            further abrade her nerves; he’d clearly been off somewhere being important. He wasn’t at dinner, nor had she heard him rustling
            about upstairs. But at intervals throughout the day she’d amused herself by muttering under her breath, I suspected cavorting, in a Welsh accent.
         

         
         Lucy sipped hers, too. They shared a wry glance.

         
         “Oh look, Lucy, isn’t that Mr. Hargrove and Miss Seaver?” Lady Wisterberg waved at a young man and woman. “Such fine young
            people. They’re your age, Miss Keating, I’ll warrant you’ll . . .”
         

         
         She trailed off and went as rigid as a hunting dog flushing game.

         
         A startling, raw yearning skittered across her expression.

         
         Catherine whipped her head wildly about to see if anyone was watching Lady Wisterberg with similarly restrained passion.

         
         “She heard the pop of a faro box,” Lucy stage-whispered to Catherine.

         
         “Goodness.” Catherine wasn’t certain what expression she ought to wear in response to this news. She tried to look supportive.

         
         It seemed the room adjacent was scattered with little game tables. People wearing rapt expressions were collected around them.

         
         “My dears.” Lady Wisterberg’s voice was tense and abstracted. Catherine realized her body had been ever so slowly rotating
            away from them, like a spring coiling. “I’ll . . . I’ll just be . . . a moment . . .”
         

         
         And in a blur of ruby silk she bolted to the game room.

         
         “That’s the last we’ll see of her this evening,” Lucy said matter-of-factly.

         
         “Oh no!” Catherine reeled.

         
         “I’m so sorry,” Lucy said, somewhat desperately. “I didn’t know how to warn you! I think it would have been different if your
            aunt were here. They would keep each other company. But, ah, allow me to introduce Miss Bernadette Seaver and Mr. Hargrove.”
            Her two friends had come to join them. “Come and meet my friend Miss Catherine Keating, who is visiting London from Northumberland.”
         

         
         Dizzied by Lady Wisterberg’s potentially catastrophic defection, Cat nevertheless managed to curtsy. “How do you do?”

         
         Miss Seaver was fair-haired and lissome in pearl-colored silk overlaid with bead-studded net; her features were as small and neat as a painted doll’s. The tall Mr. Hargrove sported a swoop of chestnut hair and matching, sparkling eyes. Silver buttons winked on his waistcoat. 

         
         Something about the way Lucy and Miss Seaver at once arranged themselves around Mr. Hargrove—their bodies angled in his direction,
            their faces slightly tipped up—suggested they both felt a bit proprietary about him.
         

         
         “The color of your dress is divine, Miss Keating.” The word “divine” seemed to last a century, so elegant was Miss Seaver’s
            drawl. Cat imagined describing it later for her father over the breakfast table when she returned home: “Papa, don’t these
            eggs look diviiiine?”
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said shyly. “Your dress is so beautiful, Miss Seaver. You look like you’re emerging from a mist.”

         
         This for some reason caused a surprised silence.

         
         “What a charming thing to say,” Mr. Hargrove said fervently, and smiled at her so warmly Catherine blushed.

         
         “Yes,” Lucy said almost suspiciously. As if this was a quality Cat had been deliberately disguising.

         
         There ensued an odd little pause.

         
         “Very daring of you to pair that color with those sleeves, Miss Keating,” Miss Seaver said finally, speculatively. “Are you
            perhaps making a point that we ought not to have left mancherons behind in 1818?”
         

         
         This sentence seemed perilous. It was as oblique as an intercepted coded message from an enemy spy. Cat had no idea what it
            meant.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she ventured, deciding to claim it as a compliment. “I suppose it might be daring,” she added cautiously. “I have always thought them dashing.” Mancherons were essentially little epaulet details on sleeves, and all the rage, at least at one time. Flattering to the silhouette. Or so she thought. 

         
         Perhaps they were daring? Would she be perceived as an Original in this ballroom full of slashed and puffed sleeves, which
            were the kind of sleeves that both Lucy and Miss Seaver were wearing? Was this a good thing? Or would people be mocking her
            behind their fans when she danced by? She’d thought her dress was pretty. It had two entire flounces.
         

         
         She was embarrassed to ask the young ladies present for clarification, lest the depths of the things she didn’t know be revealed
            and she find herself hurled bodily into the street amid cries of “Interloper! Fraud!”
         

         
         Miss Seaver’s gaze on her now seemed as cool and sharp as scissors. Lucy’s was watchful, where it had been warm enough earlier.

         
         She glanced uncertainly out over the sea of gorgeously attired people, and suddenly it seemed there were as many eyes as there
            were crystals in the chandelier above. Some of those eyes were aimed at her. Perhaps they thought the blue of her dress was
            diviiiine. Perhaps they found her sleeves shocking. Perhaps they were simply curious about her. Butterflies, some velvety,
            some spiky, began circulating in her stomach. In truth, she rather loved the notion of being new, after being known by everyone
            in her small town for so long. But she understood that people were often uncertain of newness.
         

         
         Possibly many people here were nervous, just like she was. This notion cheered her.

         
         She accidentally intercepted the gaze of a strapping young man topped in blond curls. He appeared to be gazing about the room,
            too. He offered a swift little smile full of white teeth before he turned away. Her heart gave a leap.
         

         
         It was mortifying to think that Mr. Curly Blond would need to track a foxed Lady Wisterberg down at the game table if he decided
            he’d like an introduction.
         

         
         Unless they somehow shared a mutual acquaintance. Lucy, for instance.

         
         In short, she was at the absolute mercy of Lucy at the moment.

         
         “I understand there will be Dance Espagnole this evening,” Lucy said.

         
         “Oh my. I haven’t yet danced it, but I’m certain I could learn,” she offered eagerly.

         
         “It’s not much more than a fancy quadrille,” Mr. Hargrove assured her.

         
         “My first two dances are taken—I promised them to Mr. Wallace and Lord Cutler when we were riding in the Row yesterday,” Miss
            Seaver volunteered.
         

         
         “As are mine, and the first waltz. The waltz is for Mr. Hargrove.” Lucy smiled up at the young man, then darted a glance at
            Miss Seaver.
         

         
         Who looked startled.

         
         It was becoming increasingly, distressingly clear to Catherine that she would be unpartnered for the first two dances. At
            the very least.
         

         
         And utterly alone in a crowded ballroom.

         
         Her stomach muscles tightened.

         
         She supposed she could always join Lady Wisterberg at the gaming table. Imagine if the silver lining of being a reluctant wallflower turned out to be gambling her way to wealth. 

         
         But, like saying “bloody,” singing bawdy songs in public, smoking cigars, and marching up to young men to ask them to dance,
            gambling was yet another thing young, unmarried ladies weren’t supposed to do.
         

         
         “Miss Keating, if I may be so bold . . . if you haven’t yet a partner for the third reel, I should be honored if you would
            stand up with me,” Mr. Hargrove said.
         

         
         Lucy’s and Miss Seaver’s heads whipped toward him.

         
         Cat’s heart lifted. Lovely! She was going to dance with a handsome young gentleman she’d only just met. She could hardly refuse;
            moreover, she wouldn’t dream of it, even if her presence seemed to complicate somewhat a story already in progress involving
            Miss Seaver and Lucy. She didn’t feel as though her season in London would begin officially until she danced.
         

         
         “I should be honored, Mr. Hargrove, thank you.”

         
         Moments later, her three companions were compelled to the floor by the start of the music for the first quadrille.

         
         “I’m so sorry,” Lucy mouthed over her shoulder as her partner collected her, and she did look sorry. But not sorry enough
            to take pity on her and forego the dance. “I’ll find you here after this dance?”
         

         
         Catherine nodded. And even though her stomach knotted, she honestly couldn’t blame Lucy one bit, and would not have dreamed
            of asking her to stay by her side.
         

         
         Well.

         
         She was not yet prepared to call the night a disaster. After all, one could not always predict the outcome of a story from a single event. 

         
         Nevertheless, it was undeniably disorienting to feel so alone when hundreds of people were milling about. She supposed it
            was yet another new experience, like encountering a sardonically furious, disheveled Whig politician in the hallway of her
            boardinghouse.
         

         
         For a mad moment, it occurred to her that this—alone in a huge crowd—was what the world would feel like when the people who
            knew and loved her best were no longer in it. Everyone a stranger.
         

         
         Tiny, icy fingers flicked her heart.

         
         She took a bracing breath and scorned the impulse to hide. But she could hardly stand about alone, like a looby.

         
         Several pots of lush ferns propped up on pillars formed a sort of grotto in the corner, behind which a cluster of staid, important-looking
            older gentlemen were talking amongst themselves. They seemed unlikely to notice her. Something about the green, growing things
            made her feel more at home. It was like finding a little bit of countryside in the middle of a ballroom.
         

         
         So that’s where she tucked herself: in among the ferns.

         
         She settled in to find things to enjoy about the dancing—the dresses, the music, the movement—until her reverie was interrupted
            by a voice: the same beautiful, resonant timbre that had nearly singed her eyebrows off with disapproval last night because
            he’d suspected cavorting.
         

         
          

         “It’s just that it’s rather stirring to see him out of the corner of one’s eye in a crowded room,” Lady Clayton had explained to her husband, who was fortunately secure in her affections, when she was compiling her guest list for the ball. “Like the Alps. He hasn’t an unappealing angle.” 

         
         (And one rather wanted to climb him, too, despite the risks, but she was wise enough not to say that aloud to her husband.)

         
         Nor could Lord Kirke’s manners generally be faulted; after all, he’d learned them with the meticulousness with which one might
            learn another language. But one got the sense that he would swiftly strip out of them like a suit of clothes if it served
            his purposes. In fact, Lord Dominic Kirke always brought with him into the ballroom the faintest whiff of danger, the way
            one carried the scent of a stormy night in with them on their coat when they came in from the cold. He had not been raised
            among them. He had done things and gone places their blue-blooded friends would shudder to do or go. His mere presence was
            often enough to raise blushes in women and hackles in men, and in conversation, he was as likely to captivate as he was to
            unsettle. But he did it with a panache that even his enemies begrudgingly admired.
         

         
         And if rumors were his constant invisible entourage—well, he was a veritable fortress of discretion. He did not engage in
            frivolous flirtations. There was not, in fact, a frivolous bone in his body. His liaisons were initiated with a carnal frankness
            and conducted with the same single-minded conviction with which he conducted everything else. They ended much the same way.
            And perhaps for that reason, not always well. Or quietly.
         

         
         And he’d only shot the one man that one time. But then, he’d been challenged.

         
         He was the frisson of delicious notoriety every aristocratic hostess wanted at her event and nowhere near their young daughters.

         
         Which was fine, as everyone knew Lord Dominic Kirke never danced at balls.

         
         Oh, but I’ve done that, he’d say, charmingly, self-deprecatingly, when asked about it. As though it was a rite of passage that could never be repeated,
            like going to Eton, or losing one’s virginity.
         

         
         Tonight he stood on the periphery of the ballroom while that bloodthirsty mating ritual known as The Season played out on
            the dance floor. He held a snifter of brandy just to hold it. His smoldering mood required only a little prod to burst into
            flames. Too little sleep, and too much thinking, and the uncharacteristically unexceptional speech he’d managed to give on
            the floor of the Commons—despite these impediments and the general shambles of his life—had left him feeling as though a cue
            ball was lodged between his eyes.
         

         
         He’d left his temporary boardinghouse home before anyone but the maids were stirring this morning and he hadn’t yet returned.
            He’d brought his evening clothes with him to the Commons. He’d only just remembered he needed to return by the eleven o’clock
            curfew. Last night he’d been handed a card featuring seven little commandments for living at the boardinghouse, and while
            he would have agreed to anything last night, he’d looked at them again this morning with more than a little alarm.
         

         
         The curfew struck him as both ridiculous and, perversely, not unwelcome. As though it was the penance he deserved.

         
         He was thinking about the unobjectionably excellent pillow in his little room at The Grand Palace on the Thames and hoping the female in the room below him wouldn’t take it into her head to warble tonight when Lord Farquar, who was very drunk, said, “Heard your speech today, Kirke. About the sad urchins. Wasn’t quite the Freedom Speech, was it?” 

         
         Farquar, who owed his fortune in part to the orphans he harvested from workhouses and deceived into working near to death
            in his textile mills, was part of the circle of a half dozen or so fellow MPs with whom Dominic stood. They were somewhat
            obscured by large pots of riotously healthy ferns supported on pillars. None of the others had been present for his speech.
            It was a surprise to learn that Farquar had been.
         

         
         Farquar was lazy and afraid of many things, chiefly change and thinking. As change and thinking were famously Kirke’s favorite
            things, Kirke scared him witless.
         

         
         And what Dominic wanted to do was pass a law that would in essence deprive Farquar of his favorite cheap labor.

         
         People were forever quoting his damned Freedom Speech at him. He’d given it a decade ago.

         
         “It warms my heart that you’ve paid enough attention to my speeches to rank them, Farquar.”

         
         He sensed what was coming, and realized it was precisely the raw, red meat his feral mood craved.

         
         “Doesn’t look as though your lot will ever get the votes.” Farquar shook his head with mock sympathy. “Your lot” meant the
            Whigs. “Don’t you feel like the chap from Greek myth who pushes a rock up the hill over and over and never gets anywhere?
            Shishyfuss?”
         

         
         The name exited Farquar’s mouth on a fine, brandy-scented spray, a droplet of which landed on Dominic’s cheek.

         
         He stared at Farquar long enough for Farquar’s amused smile to fade.

         
         Then he delicately, slowly, and pointedly wiped his cheek with the tip of his forefinger.

         
         “You must feel like Sisyphus every time you attempt to utter a word comprising more than two syllables, Farquar.” He said
            this on a sympathetic hush.
         

         
         The ensuing rustle of chuckles from the men around them turned Farquar’s face a blotchy maroon.

         
         “You’ll get there eventually, old boy,” Dominic added, with hatefully tender encouragement. “If there’s anything you know
            I know, it’s that I never, ever give up.”
         

         
         They stared at each other.

         
         All of that would madden Farquar, particularly “old boy.” Kirke, a baron of absolutely no pedigree, common as dirt, had been
            raised to the peerage by the king for years of exceptional public service. Farquar, a viscount, was the result of centuries
            of aristocrats with empty heads and bloated coffers mating with each other until the empathy was bred right out of them.
         

         
         “Reminded me of that madman who roams Covent Garden shouting out lines from Hamlet. Blathers on and on,” Farquar pressed on. “No one pays much attention to him, either.” His gloating little smile was back.
            “Because he’s mad, you see,” he explained to the rest of the men. “Only a madman would do the same thing over and over with
            no result.”
         

         
         Pointing out that Farquar had clearly paid attention to his speech today was too easy. “I’ll wager five pounds you can’t say the word ‘soliloquy’ right now,” he said, taking pains to sound bored. 

         
         More laughter and calls for “Try it, Farkie! I could use a fiver!” And “Go easy on him, Kirke! We all know ‘s’s’ are hard!”

         
         Farquar said nothing. With his mouth, anyway. His eyes shot poison darts.

         
         Dominic sighed and shifted his weight to his other leg. “You know, I am aware you have a point, Farkie.” So conciliatory was
            his tone that Farquar’s demeanor relaxed by about three notches. “I do have a tendency to go on. At least I’m in relatively
            distinguished company when it comes to that. After all, no one was inclined to indulge the king about his divorce. And no
            one listened to Joseph Utley.”
         

         
         There were more good-natured chuckles. “If wives were that easy to get rid of, we’d all swap them out twice a year,” someone
            mumbled.
         

         
         “Who the devil is Joseph Utley?” Pangborne was smiling.

         
         “The nine-year-old boy who died of an infection after he was whipped bloody by the foreman of Farquar’s cotton mill for working
            too slowly.”
         

         
         Kirke said it almost conversationally.

         
         Oh, how he loved precarious, loaded, dense silences. The delicious, shocked, abrupt stillness of men who had, for one moment,
            collectively stopped breathing. He could toy with them to his own ends. Lighten them, if he chose. Turn them into teetering
            monoliths that threatened to crash down upon them. Tighten the screws on the awkwardness.
         

         
         He’d become an expert at disrupting complacency. It was the only thing that worked to chip away at the layers and layers of
            it.
         

         
         His secret weapon was that he was perfectly comfortable with discomfort, his and theirs. Being common as dirt meant he knew how to, and was willing to, fight like a snarling dog in the street—both metaphorically, and quite
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