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            Chapter One

         
         
            Burghsey House

            Seat of the Dukedom of Marwick

            The Past

         

         There was nothing in the wide world like his laugh.

         
         It didn’t matter that she was unqualified to speak of the wide world. She’d never strayed far from this enormous manor house,
            tucked into the quiet Essex countryside two days’ walk northeast of London, where rolling green hills turned to wheat as autumn
            crept across the land.
         

         
         It didn’t matter that she didn’t know the sounds of the city or the smell of the ocean. Or that she’d never heard a language
            other than English, or seen a play, or listened to an orchestra.
         

         
         It didn’t matter that her world had been limited to the three thousand acres of fertile land boasting fluffy white sheep and
            massive hay bales and a community of people with whom she was not allowed to speak—to whom she was virtually invisible—because
            she was a secret that was to be kept at all costs.
         

         
         A girl, baptized the heir to the Dukedom of Marwick. Swaddled in the rich lace reserved for a long line of dukes, anointed with oils reserved for the most privileged of Burghsey House residents. Given a boy’s name and title before God even as the man who was not her father paid servants and priests for silence and falsified documents and laid plans to replace her mother’s bastard daughter with one of his own bastard sons, born on the same day as she—to women who were not his duchess—offering him a single path to a ducal legacy . . . theft. 

         
         Offering that useless girl, the mewling babe in nurse’s arms, nothing more than a half life, full of the aching loneliness
            that came from a world so large and so small, all at once.
         

         
         And then he’d arrived, one year earlier. Twelve years old and full of fire and strength and the world beyond. Tall and lean and already
            so clever and cunning and the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen, blond hair too long over bright amber eyes that held a
            thousand secrets, and a quiet, barely ever heard laugh—so rare that when it came, it felt like a gift.
         

         
         No, there was nothing in the wide world like his laugh. She knew it, even if the wide world was so far beyond her reach she
            couldn’t even imagine where it began.
         

         
         He could.

         
         He loved to tell her about it. Which was what he did that afternoon, one of their precious, stolen moments between the duke’s
            machinations and manipulations—a thieved day before a night when the man who held their future might return to revel in tormenting
            his three sons. But today, in that quiet afternoon, while the duke was away in London, doing whatever it was that dukes did,
            the quartet took happiness where they could find it—out on the wild, meandering land that made up the estate.
         

         
         Her favorite place was on the western edge of the land, far enough away from the manor house that it might be forgotten before it could be remembered. A magnificent copse of trees soaring into the sky, lined on one side with a small, bubbling stream, less stream than brook, if a body were honest, but one that had given her hours, days, weeks of chattering company when she’d been younger and conversation with the water had been all she could hope for. 

         
         But here, now, she was not lonely. She was inside the trees, where dappled sunshine flooded the ground where she lay on her
            back—collapsed after racing across the land, taking great breaths of air heavy with the scent of wild thyme.
         

         
         He sat next to her, his hip to hers, his own chest rising and falling with heavy breath as he stared down into her face, his
            ever-lengthening legs stretched past her head. “Why do we always come here?”
         

         
         “I like it here,” she said simply, turning her face up to the sunlight, the tattoo of her heartbeat calming as she stared
            through the canopy to the sky playing hide-and-seek beyond. “And so would you if you weren’t so serious all the time.”
         

         
         The air in the quiet place shifted, thickening with the truth—that they were not ordinary children, thirteen and without care.
            Care was how they survived. Seriousness was how they survived.
         

         
         She didn’t want that now. Not while the last of the summer butterflies danced in rays of light above, filling the whole place
            with magic that kept the worst at bay. So she changed the subject.
         

         
         “Tell me about it.”

         
         He didn’t ask her to clarify. He didn’t need to. “Again?”

         
         “Again.”

         
         He swiveled around, and she moved her skirts so he could lie next to her, as he had dozens of times before. Hundreds of them. Once he was settled on his back, his hands stacked behind his head, he spoke to the canopy. “It’s never quiet there.” 

         
         “Because of the carts on the cobblestones.”

         
         He nodded. “The wooden wheels make a racket, but it’s more than that. It’s the shouts from the taverns and the hawkers in
            the market square. The dogs barking in the warehouses. The brawls in the streets. I used to stand on the roof of the place
            I lived and bet on the brawls.”
         

         
         “That’s why you’re so good at fighting.”

         
         He lifted a shoulder in a tiny shrug. “I always thought it would be the best way to help my ma. Until . . .”

         
         He trailed off, but she heard the rest. Until she’d taken ill, and the duke had dangled a title and a fortune in front of
            a son who would have done anything to help. She turned to look at him, his face drawn tight, resolutely staring up at the
            sky, jaw set.
         

         
         “Tell me about the cursing,” she prodded.

         
         He let out a little surprised laugh. “A riot of foul language. You like that bit.”

         
         “I didn’t even know cursing existed before you three.” Boys who came into her life like a riot themselves, rough and tumble
            and foul-mouthed and wonderful.
         

         
         “Before Devil, you mean.”

         
         Devil, christened Devon—one of his two half brothers—raised in a boys’ orphanage and with the mouth to prove it. “He’s proved
            very useful.”
         

         
         “Yes. The cursing. Especially on the docks. No one swears like a sailor.”

         
         “Tell me the best one you’ve ever heard.”

         
         He cut her a sly look. “No.”

         
         She’d ask Devil later. “Tell me about the rain.”

         
         “It’s London. It rains all the time.”

         
         She nudged him with her shoulder. “Tell me the good bit.”

         
         He smiled, and she matched it, loving the way he humored her. “The rain turns the stones on the street slick and shiny.”

         
         “And at night, it turns them gold, because of the lights from the taverns,” she filled in.

         
         “Not just the taverns. The theaters on Drury Lane. The lamps that hang outside the bawdy houses.” Bawdy houses where his mother
            had landed after the duke had refused to keep her when she’d chosen to have his son. Where that son had been born.
         

         
         “To keep the dark at bay,” she said softly.

         
         “The dark ain’t so bad,” he said. “It’s just that the people in it haven’t a choice but to fight for what they need.”

         
         “And do they get it? What they need?”

         
         “No. They don’t get what they need, and not what they deserve, neither.” He paused, then whispered to the canopy, like it
            really was magic. “But we’re going to change all that.”
         

         
         She didn’t miss the we. Not just him. All of them. A foursome that had made a pact when the boys had been brought here for this mad competition—whoever
            won would keep them all safe. And then they’d escape this place that had imprisoned them all in a battle of wits and weapons
            that would give his father what the older man wanted: an heir worthy of a dukedom.
         

         
         “Once you’re duke,” she said, softly.

         
         He turned to look at her. “Once one of us is duke.”

         
         She shook her head, meeting his glittering amber gaze, so like his brothers’. So like his father’s. “You’re going to win.”

         
         He watched her for a long moment and said, “How do you know?”

         
         She pressed her lips together. “I just know.” The old duke’s machinations grew more challenging by the day. Devil was like
            his name, too much fire and fury. And Whit—he was too small. Too kind.
         

         
         “And if I don’t want it?”

         
         A preposterous idea. “Of course you want it.”

         
         “It should be yours.”

         
         She couldn’t help the little, wild laugh. “Girls don’t get to be dukes.”

         
         “And here you are, an heir, nonetheless.”

         
         But she wasn’t. Not really. She was the product of her mother’s extramarital affair, a gamble designed to deliver a bastard
            heir to a monstrous husband, forever tainting his precious familial line—the only thing he’d ever cared for. But instead of
            a boy, the duchess had produced a girl, and so she was not heir. She was a placeholder. A bookmark in an ancient copy of Burke’s Peerage. And they all knew it.
         

         
         She ignored the words and said, “It doesn’t matter.”

         
         And it didn’t. Ewan would win. He would become duke. And it would change everything.

         
         He watched her for a long moment. “When I am duke, then.” The words were a whisper, as though if he spoke them in truth, he’d
            curse them all. “When I am duke, I shall keep us all safe. Us and all of the Garden. I shall take his money. His power. His
            name. And I shall walk away and never look back.” The words circled around them, reverberating off the trees for a long moment
            before he corrected himself. “Not his name,” he whispered. “Yours.”
         

         
         Robert Matthew Carrick, Earl Sumner, heir to the Dukedom of Marwick.

         
         She ignored the thread of emotion winding through her and lightened her tone. “You might as well have the name. It’s proper
            new. I’ve never used it.” She might have been baptized the heir, but she didn’t have access to the name.
         

         
         Over the years, when she’d been anything at all, she’d been girl, the girl, or young lady. Once, for a heartbeat when she was eight, there was a housemaid who called her luv, and she’d rather enjoyed that. But the maid had left after a few months, and the girl had been back to being nobody.
         

         
         Until they’d arrived—a trio of boys who saw her—and this one, who seemed not only to see her, but also to understand her. And they called her a hundred things, Run for the way she tore across the fields, and Red for the flame in her hair, and Riot for the way she fumed at their father. And she answered to all of them, knowing that none was her name, but not caring so
            much once they’d arrived. Because maybe they were enough.
         

         
         Because to them, she was not nobody.

         
         “I’m sorry,” he whispered. He meant it.

         
         To him, she was somebody.

         
         They stayed that way for a heartbeat, gazes locked, truth like a blanket around them, until he cleared his throat and looked
            away, breaking the connection and rolling onto his back, returning his attention to the trees above, and saying, “Anyway,
            my mum used to say she loved the rain, because it was the only time she ever saw jewels in Covent Garden.”
         

         
         “Promise to take me when you leave,” she whispered into the quiet.

         
         His lips set into a firm line, his promise written in the lines of his face, older than it should be. Younger than it would
            have to become. He nodded once. Firm. Certain. “And I’ll make sure you have jewels.”
         

         
         She rolled onto her own back, her skirts haphazard in the grass. “See that you do,” she jested. “And gold thread for all my
            gowns.”
         

         
         “I shall keep you in spools of it.”

         
         “Yes, please,” she said. “And a lady’s maid with a particular skill for hair.”

         
         “You’re very demanding for a country girl,” he teased.

         
         She turned a grin on him. “I’ve had a lifetime to prepare my requirements.”

         
         “Do you think you’re ready for London, country girl?”

         
         The smile faded into a mock scowl. “I think I shall do just fine, city boy.”

         
         He laughed, and the rare sound filled the space around them, warming her. And in that moment, something happened. Something strange and unsettling and wonderful and weird. That sound, like nothing in the wide world, unlocked her. 

         
         Suddenly, she could feel him. Not simply the warmth of him along her side, where they touched from shoulder to hip. Not only
            the place where his elbow rested beside her ear. Not just the feel of his touch in her curls as he extracted a leaf from them.
            All of him. The even rise and fall of his breath. His sure stillness. And that laugh . . . his laugh.
         

         
         “Whatever happens, promise you won’t forget me,” she said quietly.

         
         “I shan’t be able to. We’ll be together.”

         
         She shook her head. “People leave.”

         
         His brow furrowed and she could hear the force in his words. “I don’t. I won’t.”
         

         
         She nodded. But still, “Sometimes you don’t choose it. Sometimes people just . . .”

         
         His gaze softened with understanding and he heard the reference to her mother in the trail of her words. He rolled toward
            her, and they were facing each other now, cheeks on their bent arms, close enough for secrets. “She would have stayed if she
            could,” he said, firmly.
         

         
         “You don’t know that,” she whispered, hating the sting of the words behind the bridge of her nose. “I was born and she died,
            and she left me with a man who was not my father, who gave me a name that is not my own, and I’ll never know what would have
            happened if she’d lived. I’ll never know if . . .”
         

         
         He waited. Ever patient, as though he would wait for her for a lifetime.

         
         “I’ll never know if she would have loved me.”

         
         “She would have loved you.” The answer was instant.

         
         She shook her head, closing her eyes. Wanting to believe him. “She didn’t even name me.”

         
         “She would have. She would have named you, and it would have been something beautiful.”

         
         The certainty in his words had her meeting his gaze, sure and unyielding. “Not Robert, then?”

         
         He didn’t smile. Didn’t laugh. “She would have named you for what you were. For what you deserved. She would have given you
            the title.”
         

         
         Understanding dawned.

         
         And then he whispered, “Just as I would do.”

         
         Everything stopped. The rustle of leaves in the canopy, the shouts of his brothers in the stream beyond, the slow creep of
            the afternoon, and she knew, in that moment, that he was about to give her a gift that she’d never imagined she’d receive.
         

         
         She smiled at him, her heart pounding in her chest. “Tell me.”

         
         She wanted it on his lips, in his voice, in her ears. She wanted it from him, knowing it would make it impossible for her
            to ever forget him, even after he left her behind.
         

         
         He gave it to her.

         
         “Grace.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            London

            Autumn 1837

         

         “To Dahlia!”

         
         A raucous cheer rose in reply to the shout, the crush of people in the central room of 72 Shelton Street—a high-end club and
            the best kept secret of London’s smartest, savviest, most scandalous women—turning in unison to toast its proprietress.
         

         
         The woman known as Dahlia stilled at the bottom of the central staircase, taking in the massive space, already packed with
            club members and guests despite the early hour. She offered the assembly a wide, glittering smile. “Drink up, my lovelies,
            you’ve a night to remember ahead of you!”
         

         
         “Or to forget!” came a boisterous retort from the far end of the room. Dahlia recognized the voice instantly as that of one of London’s merriest widows—a marchioness who had invested in 72 Shelton Street from the earliest days, and loved it more than her own home. Here, a merry marchioness was afforded the privacy she never received in Grosvenor Square. Her lovers, too, received that privacy. 

         
         The masked crowd laughed in unison, and Dahlia was freed from their collective attention just long enough for her lieutenant,
            Zeva, to appear at her side. The tall, willowy, dark-haired beauty had been with her since the earliest days of the club and
            managed the ins and outs of the membership—ensuring that whatever they wished was theirs for the taking.
         

         
         “Already a crush,” Zeva said.

         
         Dahlia checked the watch at her waist. “About to be more of one.”

         
         It was early, just past eleven; much of London only now able to sneak away from their boring dinners and dances, making their
            excuses with megrims and delicate constitutions. Dahlia smirked at the thought, knowing the way the club’s membership used
            the perceived weakness of the fairer sex to take what they wished beneath the notice of society.
         

         
         They would claim that weakness and play to it: all while summoning their coachmen to the rear exits of their homes; while
            changing from their respectable fashions to something more exciting; while peeling off the masks they wore in their world
            and donning different ones, different names, different desires—whatever they wished, out of Mayfair.
         

         
         Soon, they would arrive, filling 72 Shelton Street to the gills, to revel in what the club could provide on any given night
            of the year—companionship, pleasure, and power—and specifically for what it delivered on the third Thursday of every month,
            when women from across London and the world were welcome to explore their deepest desires.
         

         
         The standing event—known only as Dominion—was part masked ball, part wild revelry, part casino, and entirely confidential. Designed to provide club membership and trusted companions with an evening catering entirely to their pleasure . . . whatever that pleasure might be. 

         
         Dominion had a single, driving purpose: Ladies’ choice.

         
         There was nothing Dahlia liked more than providing women access to their pleasure. The fairer sex was not treated fairly in
            the slightest, and her club was built to change that.
         

         
         Since arriving in London twenty years earlier, she had made money in scores of ways. She’d sculleried in dingy pubs and dank
            theaters. She’d minced meat in pie shops and bent metal into spoons, and never for more than a penny or two for the work.
            She’d quickly discovered that daytime work didn’t pay.
         

         
         Which was fine with her, as she had never been suited to daytime work. After chamber pots and meat pies turned her stomach
            and metalwork left her palms sliced to ribbons, she’d found a job as a flower girl, racing to empty a basket of fast-wilting
            posies before dark. She’d lasted two days before a hawker in the Covent Garden market had seen her keen eye for a customer
            and offered her work selling fruit.
         

         
         That had lasted less than a week, until he’d backhanded her for accidentally dropping a bright red apple in the sawdust. When
            she’d come to her feet, she’d put him into the sawdust himself, before sprinting from the market, three apples in her skirts—worth
            more than her pay for a week.
         

         
         But the event had been surprising enough to attract the attention of one of the Garden’s biggest fight men. Digger Knight
            had been on a constant hunt for tall girls with pretty faces and powerful fists. Brutes are one thing, he used to say, but the belles win the crowd. Dahlia turned out to be both.
         

         
         She’d been taught well.

         
         Fighting wasn’t daytime work. It was nighttime work, and it paid like it.

         
         It paid well. And it felt better—especially for a girl from nowhere who was full of betrayal and anger. She didn’t mind the
            sting of the blows and she quickly found her sea legs from the dizziness that came the morning after a bout . . . and once
            she learned how to see a blow coming, and how to avoid the ones that would do real damage? She never looked back.
         

         
         Turning her back on flowers and fruit, Dahlia sold her fists instead, in fair fights and dirty ones. And when she’d seen the
            kind of money that the latter could earn her, she sold her hair to a wigmaker in Mayfair who shopped the Garden wholesale.
            Long hair was weakness . . . and bad for business for a bareknuckle girl.
         

         
         The short-haired, long-legged nearly fifteen-year-old had become a legend in Covent Garden’s darkest corners. A girl with
            a lean, sinewy form and, somehow, a punch like oak, whom no man wished to meet on a darkened street, especially when flanked
            by the two boys who came with her, who fought with a young, feral rage that brought ruin to anyone who faced it.
         

         
         Together, they made money hands over those fists, building an empire, Dahlia and those boys who quickly became men—her brothers
            in heart and soul if not in blood—the Bareknuckle Bastards. And the trio sold their fists until they no longer had to . . .
            until, eventually, they were unbeatable. Unbreakable.
         

         
         Royal.

         
         And only then did Queen Dahlia build her castle and claim her place, no longer in the business of flowers or apples or hair
            or fights.
         

         
         And to her subjects, she offered a single magnificent thing: choice. Not the kind she’d been afforded—lesser of multiple evils—but the kind that let women have access to their dreams. Fantasies and pleasure, made good. 

         
         What women wanted, Dahlia provided.

         
         And Dominion was her celebration.

         
         “You dressed for the occasion, I see,” Zeva said.

         
         “Did I?” Dahlia replied with a raised brow. The scarlet corset she wore above perfectly fitted black trousers skimmed her
            lush curves beneath a long, elaborately embroidered topcoat in black and gold, lined with a rich golden silk.
         

         
         She rarely wore skirts, finding the freedom of trousers more useful while working—not to mention, a valuable reminder of her
            role as proprietress of one of London’s best kept secrets and queen of Covent Garden.
         

         
         Her lieutenant slid her a look. “Coy does not become you. I know where you’ve been for the last four days. And you haven’t
            been wearing velvet and silk.”
         

         
         A raucous cheer came from the roulette wheel nearby, saving Dahlia from a reply. She turned to watch the crowd, taking in
            the wide, delighted smile of a masked woman, anonymous to all but the owner of the club, as she pulled Tomas, her companion
            for the evening, in for a celebratory kiss. Tomas was nothing if not a willing participant, and the embrace ended to whistles
            and huzzahs.
         

         
         No one would believe that to all of Mayfair, she was a shelf-bound wallflower who lost her voice with men. Masks were infinite
            power when they were chosen.
         

         
         “The lady is running hot?” Dahlia asked.

         
         “Third win in a row.” Of course Zeva was keeping track. “And Tomas isn’t exactly a cooling influence.”

         
         Dahlia offered a half smile. “Nothing escapes your notice.”

         
         “You pay me very well for that to be the case. I notice everything,” the other woman said. “Including your whereabouts.”

         
         Dahlia looked to her factotum and friend and said, quietly, “Not tonight.”

         
         Zeva had more to say, but kept quiet. Instead, she waved a hand in the direction of the far end of the room, where a collection
            of masked women stood huddled in private discussion. “The vote will fail tomorrow.”
         

         
         The women were aristocratic wives, most legions smarter than their husbands, and all as (or far more) qualified to hold seat
            in the House of Lords. Lacking the proper robes did not keep the ladies from legislating, however, and when they did, they
            did it here, in private quarters, beneath the notice of Mayfair.
         

         
         Dahlia turned a satisfied look on Zeva. The vote would have made prostitution and other forms of sex work illegal in Britain.
            Dahlia had spent the last three weeks convincing the wives in question that this was a vote in which they—and their husbands—should
            take interest, and ensure did not pass. “Good. It’s bad for women and poor women the most.”
         

         
         It was bad for Covent Garden, and she wouldn’t have it.

         
         “So is the rest of the world,” Zeva said, dry as sand. “Have you got a bill to pass for that?”

         
         “Give it time,” Dahlia replied as they passed through the room to a long hallway, where several couples were taking advantage
            of the darkness. “Nothing moves as slowly as Parliament.”
         

         
         Zeva gave a little huff of laughter behind her. “You and I both know there’s nothing you love more than manipulating Parliament.
            They should give you a seat.”
         

         
         The corridor opened up on a large, inviting space filled with revelers, a small band of musicians at one end, playing a rousing
            tune for the collected audience, many of whom danced with abandon—no mincing steps, no careful space between couples, no discerning
            eyes watching for scandal—or, rather, if they were watching, it was for enjoyment and not censure.
         

         
         The duo wove through the crowd along the edges of the room, past a sinewy man who winked at them as the woman in his arms stroked over his muscled chest, which looked as though it might burst the seams of his topcoat. Oscar, another employee—his work, the lady’s pleasure. 

         
         A scant handful of the men in attendance were not employees, each having been properly vetted beforehand, checked and rechecked
            via Dahlia’s far-reaching network—made up of businesswomen, aristocrats, politicians’ wives, and a dozen women who knew and
            wielded the most complex of power: information.
         

         
         The orchestra rested as a songstress moved to the center of the raised stage where they sat, a young black woman whose voice
            rose like heaven, big enough to echo around the room, bringing the dancers to an out-of-breath standstill as she trilled and
            scaled in a bright aria that would bring down any house on Drury Lane.
         

         
         A collection of awed gasps sounded around the room.

         
         “Dahlia.”

         
         Dahlia turned to face a woman in brilliant green, elaborate mask to match. Nastasia Kritikos was a legendary Greek opera singer,
            one who had herself brought down houses across Europe. With a warm embrace, she nodded to the stage. “This girl. Where did
            you find her?”
         

         
         “Eve?” A smile played across Dahlia’s lips. “In the market square, singing for supper.”

         
         A dark brow rose in amusement. “Is that not what she does tonight?”

         
         “Tonight, she sings for you, old friend.” It was the truth. The young woman sang for access to Dominion, where a handful of
            other talented singers had been catapulted to stardom.
         

         
         Nastasia cast a discerning eye at the stage, where Eve sang an impossible run of notes.

         
         “That was your specialty, wasn’t it?” Dahlia said.

         
         The other woman cut her a look. “Is my specialty. I wouldn’t call hers perfect.”
         

         
         Dahlia gave her a little, knowing smile. It was perfect, and they both knew it.

         
         With an enormous sigh, the diva waved a hand in the air. “Tell her to come see me tomorrow. I’ll introduce her to some people.”

         
         The girl would be treading the boards before she knew it. “You’re softhearted, Nastasia.”

         
         Brown eyes glittered behind a green mask. “If you tell anyone, I’ll have this place burned to the ground.”

         
         “Your secret is safe with me.” Dahlia grinned. “Peter has been asking for you.” It was the truth. Besides being a proper London
            celebrity, Nastasia was also a coveted prize among the men in the club.
         

         
         The older woman preened. “Of course he has. I suppose I can spare a few hours.”

         
         Dahlia laughed and nodded to Zeva. “We’ll find him for you, then.”

         
         That sorted, she pushed forward, through the crowd that had collected to listen to the soon-to-be-famous songstress, to a
            small antechamber, where faro games routinely became heated. She could feel the excitement in the air, and she drank it in—and
            the power that came with it. London’s most powerful women, collected here for their own pleasure.
         

         
         And all because of her.

         
         “We’ll have to find a new singer,” Zeva grumbled as they weaved through the gamers.

         
         “Eve doesn’t want to be the downstairs entertainment at our bacchanals forever.”

         
         “We could keep them longer than a month.”

         
         “She’s too talented for us.”

         
         “You’re the one with the soft heart,” came the retort.
         

         
         “. . . the explosion.” Dahlia slowed at the snippet of conversation nearby, her gaze meeting that of a maid delivering a tray of champagne to the gossiping group. A barely-there nod indicated that the other woman was also listening. She was paid to, and well. 

         
         Still, Dahlia lingered. “Two of them, I heard,” came a reply, full of scandalized delight. Dahlia resisted the urge to scowl.
            “I heard they decimated the docks.”
         

         
         “Yes, and imagine, only two dead.”

         
         “A miracle.” The words were hushed, as though the woman actually believed it. “Were any injured?”

         
         “The News said five.”
         

         
         Six, she thought, gritting her teeth, her heart beginning to pound.
         

         
         “You’re staring,” Zeva said softly, the words pulling Dahlia away from the conversation. What more was there to learn? She’d
            been there mere minutes after the explosion. She knew the count.
         

         
         She slid her gaze past Zeva and over the crowd to a small door, barely there at the other end of the room—the seams of it
            hidden in the deep sapphire wall coverings, shot through with silver. Even the members who had seen staff use it forgot the
            unassuming opening before it had been snicked shut, thinking whatever behind it far less interesting than what was in front
            of it.
         

         
         Zeva knew the truth, though. That door opened to a back staircase running up to private rooms and down into the tunnels beneath
            the club. It was one of a half dozen installed around 72 Shelton Street, but the only one that led to a private hallway on
            the fourth floor, concealed behind a false wall, which only three staff members knew existed.
         

         
         Dahlia ignored the keen itch to disappear through it. “It’s important we understand what the city thinks about that explosion.”

         
         “They think the Bareknuckle Bastards lost two lading men, a hold full of cargo, and a ship. And that your brother’s lady was nearly killed.” A pause. Then a pointed, “And they’re right.” Dahlia ignored the words. Zeva knew when the battle wasn’t to be won. “And what shall I say to them?” 

         
         Dahlia slid her a look. “Who?”

         
         The other woman lifted her chin in the direction of the labyrinth of rooms through which they’d come. “Your brothers. What
            would you like me to tell them?”
         

         
         Dahlia swore softly and cast a look over the shadowed crowd—packed several deep. By the entrance to the room, a notorious
            countess finished a filthy joke for a collection of admirers. “. . . the carrots go in the rear garden, darling!”
         

         
         Peals of delighted laughter rang out and Dahlia turned back to Zeva. “Christ, they’re not here, are they?”

         
         “No, but we can’t keep them out forever.”

         
         “We can try.”

         
         “They’ve a point—”

         
         Dahlia cut the other woman off with a sharp look and a sharper retort. “You let me worry about them.”

         
         Zeva lifted her chin toward the hidden door, and the stairs beyond. “And what of that?”

         
         A hot wash came over Dahlia—something that might have been a blush if she were the kind of woman who blushed. She ignored
            it, and the pounding of her heart.
         

         
         “You let me worry about that, too.”

         
         A single black brow rose above Zeva’s dark eyes, indicating that she had legions more to say. Instead, she nodded once. “Then
            I shall hold the floor.”
         

         
         She turned away and pushed back through the crowd, leaving Dahlia alone.

         
         Alone to press the hidden panel in the door, to activate the latch, and to close it tight behind her, shutting out the cacophony
            of sound beyond.
         

         
         Alone to climb the narrow stairs with quiet, steady rhythm—a rhythm at odds with the increasing pace of her heart as she passed
            the second floor. The third.
         

         
         Alone to count the doors in the fourth-floor hallway.

         
         One. Two. Three.

         
         Alone to open the fourth door on the left, and close it behind her, cloaking herself in darkness thick enough to erase the
            wild party below, the world distilling to nothing but the room, its single window looking out over the Covent Garden rooftops,
            and its sparse furnishings: a small table, a rigid chair, a single bed.
         

         
         Alone, in that room.

         
         Alone, with the man unconscious in that bed.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         He’d been rescued by angels.

         
         The explosion had sent him flying through the air, knocking him back into the shadows of the docks. He’d twisted in flight,
            but the landing had dislocated his shoulder, rendering his left arm useless. It was said that dislocation was one of the worst
            pains a body could experience, and the Duke of Marwick had suffered it twice. Twice, he’d staggered to his feet, mind reeling.
            Twice, he’d struggled to bear the pain. Twice, he’d sought out a place to hide from his enemy.
         

         
         Twice, he’d been rescued by angels.

         
         The first time, she’d been fresh-faced and kind, with a wild riot of red curls, a thousand freckles across her nose and cheeks,
            and the biggest brown eyes he’d ever seen. She’d found him in the cupboard where he hid, put a finger to her lips, and held
            his good hand as another—larger and stronger—had reset the joint. He’d passed out from the pain, and when he woke, she’d been
            there like sunlight, with a soft touch and a soft voice.
         

         
         And he’d fallen in love with her.

         
         This time, the angels who rescued him were not soft, and they did not sing. They came for him with strength and power, hoods low over their heads keeping their faces in shadow, coats billowing behind them like wings as they approached, boots clicking on the cobblestones. They came armed like heaven’s soldiers, blades at their sides turned flaming swords in the light of the ship that burned on the docks—destroyed at his command, along with the woman his brother loved. 

         
         This time, the angels were soldiers, come to punish and not to save.

         
         Still, it would be rescue.

         
         He had pushed to his feet as they approached, prepared to face them head-on, to take the punishment they would deliver. He
            winced at the pain in his leg that he had not noticed earlier, where a shard from the mast of the destroyed hauler had seated
            itself in his thigh, coating his trouser leg in blood, making it impossible to fight.
         

         
         When they’d been close enough to strike, he’d lost consciousness.

         
         And that’s when the nightmares had come, not the stuff of beasts and brutality, not full of sharp teeth and sharper terror.
            Worse than all that.
         

         
         Ewan’s dreams were full of her.
         

         
         For days, he dreamed of her touch, cool at his brow. Of her arm lifting his head to drink bitter liquid from the cup held
            to his lips. Of her fingers, running over the aches in his muscles, easing the sharp pain in his leg. Of the scent of her,
            like sunshine and secrets, like the smile of that first angel, all those years ago.
         

         
         He’d nearly woken a dozen times, a hundred. And that, too, made the dream a nightmare—the fear that the cool cloth at his brow was not really there. The terror that he might lose the gentle care for the wound in his thigh as the bandage changed, that the taste of the bitter broth she fed him might be fantasy. That the slow spread of salve over his wounds was nothing but fever. 

         
         And always, he dreamed the touch remained long after the salve was gone, soft and lingering, tracing over his chest, smoothing
            down his torso, exploring the ridges there.
         

         
         Always, he dreamed her fingers on his face, smoothing over his brows and tracing the bones of his cheek and jaw.

         
         Always, he dreamed her lips at his brow. On his cheek. At the corner of his mouth.

         
         Always, he dreamed her hand in his, their fingers tangled, her palm warm against his.

         
         And the dreaming it made it a nightmare—the aching knowledge that he’d imagined it. That it wasn’t she. That she wasn’t real.
            That he couldn’t return the touch. The kiss.
         

         
         So he lay there, willing himself to dream, to live the nightmare again and again, in the hope that his mind would give him
            the last of her—her voice.
         

         
         It never did. Touch came without words, care without voice. And the silence stung worse than the wound.

         
         Until that night, when the angel spoke, and her voice came like a wicked weapon—a long sigh, and then, soft and rich, like
            warm whisky, “Ewan.”
         

         
         Like home.

         
         He was awake.

         
         He opened his eyes. It was night still—night again? Night forever?—in a dark room, and his first thought was the same he’d
            had upon waking for twenty years. Grace.

         
         The girl he’d loved.

         
         The one he’d lost.

         
         The one for whom he’d spent half a lifetime searching.

         
         A litany that would never heal. A benediction that would never save, because he would never find her.

         
         But here, in the darkness, the thought came harsher than usual. More urgent. It came like memory—with the ghost of a touch on his arm. At his brow. In his hair. It came with the sound of her voice at his ear—Ewan.

         
         Grace.

         
         Sound, barely there. Fabric?

         
         Hope flared, harsh and unpleasant. He squinted into the shadows. Black on black. Silent now. Empty.

         
         Fantasy.

         
         It wasn’t she. It couldn’t be.

         
         He ran a hand over his face. The movement produced a dull ache in his shoulder—an ache he remembered from years earlier. His
            shoulder had been dislocated and reset. He made to sit up, his thigh twinging—bandaged tight, already healing. He gritted
            his teeth against the lingering twinge of pain even as he welcomed it, and the way it distracted him from the other, far more
            familiar pain. The one that came from loss.
         

         
         His head was clearing quickly, and he recognized the dissipating haze as an effect of laudanum. How long had he been drugged?

         
         Where was he?

         
         Where was she?

         
         Dead. They’d told him she was dead.

         
         He ignored the anguish that always came with the thought, reached for the low table near the bed, feeling for a candle or
            a flint, and knocked over a glass. The sound of liquid cascading to the floor reminding him to listen.
         

         
         And then he realized he could hear what he could not see.

         
         A cacophony of muffled sound, shouting and laughing nearby—just beyond the room?—and a roaring din from farther away—outside
            the building? Inside, but at a distance? The low rumble of a crowd—something he never heard in the places he usually woke.
            Something he barely remembered. But memory came with the sound, from a similar distance—from farther away, from a lifetime
            ago.
         

         
         And for the first time in twenty years, the man known to all the world as Robert Matthew Carrick, twelfth Duke of Marwick, was afraid. Because what he heard was not the world in which he’d grown. 

         
         It was the one into which he’d been born.

         
         Ewan, son of a high-priced courtesan come down a notch—or a thousand—with a babe in her belly, made one of Covent Garden’s
            finest molls.
         

         
         He stood, crossing the darkness, feeling along the wall until he found a door. A handle.

         
         Locked.

         
         The angels had rescued him and brought him to a locked room in Covent Garden.

         
         He did not have to cross the room to know what he would find outside, the rooftops filled with angled slate and crooked chimneys.
            A boy born in the Garden did not forget the sounds of it, no matter how hard he’d tried. He stumbled to the window nonetheless,
            pushing back the curtain. It rained, the clouds blocking the light of the moon, refusing to let him see the world outside.
            Denying him sight, so he might hear sound.
         

         
         A key in the lock.

         
         He turned, muscles taut, prepared for an enemy. For two of them. For battle. He’d been locked in war for months, years, a
            lifetime with the men who ruled Covent Garden, where dukes were not welcome. At least not dukes who’d threatened their lives.
         

         
         It did not matter that he was their brother.

         
         Not to him, either, as they had broken his trust—unable to keep the only woman he’d ever loved safe.

         
         And for that, he would do battle until the end of time.

         
         The door opened, and his fists balled, his thigh stinging as he came to the balls of his feet, prepared for the blow that
            would come. Prepared to deliver a matching one in kind. Strong enough for it.
         

         
         He froze. The hallway beyond was barely brighter than the room where he stood—just bright enough to reveal a figure. Not outside. But inside. Not coming. Leaving.

         
         There had been someone in the room when he’d awoken. In the shadows. He’d been right, but it was not his brothers.

         
         His heart began to pound, wild and violent in his chest. He shook his head, willing it clear.

         
         A woman in shadow. Tall. Lean and strong, wearing trousers that clung tight to impossibly long legs. Leather boots that ended
            above the knee. And a topcoat that could easily have been a man’s, if not for the gold lining, somehow gleaming in the darkness.
         

         
         Gold thread.

         
         The touch hadn’t been a ghost. The voice hadn’t been imagined.

         
         He took a step toward her, already reaching for her, aching for her. Her name wrenched from him, coming like wheels on broken
            cobblestones. “Grace.”
         

         
         A tiny inhale. Barely sound. Barely there.

         
         But enough.

         
         Like that, he knew.

         
         She was alive.

         
         The door slammed shut, and she was gone.

         
         His roar shook the rafters.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Grace turned the key in the lock with lightning speed, barely able to pull it from its seat when the handle vibrated—an attempt
            of escape from within. No. Not escape. Pursuit.
         

         
         A shout came, angry and wounded. And something more.

         
         The sound was punctuated by a wicked thud, instantly recognizable. A fist against wood, hard enough to terrify.

         
         She wasn’t scared. Instead, she pressed a hand to the door, her palm flat against it, holding her breath, waiting.

         
         Nothing.

         
         And if he had struck it again, what then?

         
         She pulled her hand back as the thought seared through her.

         
         He wasn’t intended to be awake. He was intended to have been dosed with enough laudanum to down a bear. Enough to keep him
            abed until his shoulder and leg were ready for strain. Until he was ready for the fight she planned to give him.
         

         
         But she’d seen him stand without hesitation, an indication that his wounds were healing quickly. That his muscles were as
            strong as ever.
         

         
         She knew those muscles well. Even as she shouldn’t.

         
         She’d meant to be as clinical as possible. To tend to his wounds and mend him enough to send him packing—to give him the punishing he’d deserved since that day, two decades earlier, when he’d destroyed all of their lives, and hers the most of all. 

         
         She’d planned this revenge with years of skill and rage, and she was ready to mete it out.

         
         Except she’d made a mistake. She’d touched him.

         
         He’d been so still, and so strong, and so different from the boy she’d left, and yet—in the angles of his face, in the way
            his too-long hair lay on his forehead, in the curve of his lips and the slash of his brows—so much the same. And she hadn’t
            had a choice.
         

         
         On the first night, she’d told herself she was looking for injuries, counting the ribs beneath the flat planes of his torso,
            the ridges and valleys of muscle there. Too lean for his frame, as though he barely ate, barely slept.
         

         
         As though he had been too busy looking for her.

         
         She didn’t have an excuse for the way she’d explored his face, stroking over his brows, marveling at the smooth skin of his
            cheek, testing the roughness of the new growth of beard on his jaw.
         

         
         She couldn’t say why she’d catalogued the changes in him, the way the boy she’d loved had become a man, strong and angled
            and dangerous.
         

         
         And fascinating.

         
         He shouldn’t be fascinating. She shouldn’t be curious.

         
         She hated him.

         
         For two decades he’d loomed, hunting her. Threatening her brothers. Ultimately hurting them and the men and women of Covent
            Garden, whom the Bareknuckle Bastards had sworn to protect.
         

         
         And that had made him her enemy.

         
         So he shouldn’t be fascinating.

         
         And she shouldn’t have wished to touch him.

         
         Shouldn’t have touched him, either, shouldn’t have been riveted to the planes of him, the even rise and fall of his breath, the roughness of the stubble at his jaw, the curve of his lips—the softness of them— 

         
         The floorboards of the locked room creaked as he crouched.

         
         She backed away, pressing herself to the wall on the opposite side of the hallway, far enough out of view to ensure that the
            man within could not see her when he looked through the keyhole. He was the one who had taught her about keyholes, when she
            was young enough to believe that a closed door was the end of the story.
         

         
         She stared at the tiny black void beneath the door handle, consumed with the wild memory of another door. Of the bite of another
            handle in her palm, of cool mahogany against her forehead as she leaned close to it, a lifetime earlier, peering within.
         

         
         The inky blackness inside.

         
         The feel of the metal casing of the lock against her lips as she whispered into the room beyond. Are you there?

         
         Two decades later, she could still feel her heart pounding as she pressed her ear to the mysterious opening, searching for
            sound where she could not use sight. She could still feel the fear. The panic. The desperation.
         

         
         And then, from the void . . .

         
         I’m here.

         
         The hope. The relief. The joy as she’d repeated his words.

         
         I’m here, as well.

         
         Silence. And then . . .

         
         You shouldn’t be.

         
         What nonsense.

         
         Where else would she go?

         
         If you’re discovered . . .

         
         I won’t be.

         
         No one ever saw her.

         
         You shouldn’t risk it.

         
         Risk. The word that would come to be everything between them. Of course, she hadn’t known that then. Then, she’d only known that there’d been a time when she would never have risked on that massive, cold estate, miles from anywhere. The barely-there home given to her by a duke to whom she was told she should be grateful. After all, she’d been another man’s bastard, born to his duchess. 

         
         She was lucky, she was told, that he hadn’t sent her away at birth, to a family in the village. Or worse.

         
         As though a life hidden away without friends or family or future wasn’t worse.

         
         As though she wasn’t consumed with the ever-present knowledge that she would someday run out her time. Outlive her purpose.

         
         As though she didn’t know that the day would come when the duke would remember she existed. And be rid of her.

         
         And then what?

         
         She’d learned early and well the truth that girls were expendable. And so it was best to stay out of sight, out of hearing.
            Survival was her purpose. And there was no room for risk.
         

         
         Until he’d arrived, along with two other boys—his half brothers—all of them bastards, just as she was. No. Not just as she was.
         

         
         Boys.

         
         And because they were boys, infinitely more valuable than she.

         
         She’d been forgotten the moment she’d been born—a girl, the bastard daughter of another man, unworthy of attention, or even
            a name of her own, valuable only in that she’d been born at all, a placeholder for a son.
         

         
         A placeholder for him.
         

         
         And still, she’d risked for him. To be near him. To be near all of them—three boys she’d come to love, each in his own way—two of them, brothers of her heart if not her blood, without whom she might never have survived. And the third . . . him. The boy without whom she might never have lived. 

         
         Don’t—

         
         What?

         
         Don’t leave. Stay.

         
         She’d wanted to. She’d wanted to stay forever.

         
         Never. I’ll never leave. Not until you can leave with me.

         
         And she hadn’t left . . . until he’d given her no choice.

         
         Grace shook her head at the memory.

         
         In twenty years, she’d learned to live without him. But tonight, she had a problem, because he was here, in her club, and
            every moment he was conscious was a moment that threatened everything Grace Condry—consummate businesswoman, power broker,
            and the leader of one of the most coveted intelligence networks in London—had built.
         

         
         He wasn’t just the boy she’d once whispered through keyholes with.

         
         Now, he was the duke. The Duke of Marwick, and her prisoner. Rich, powerful, and just mad enough to bring the walls—and her
            world—crumbling down.
         

         
         “Dahlia . . .” Zeva again, at a distance, warning in her lightly accented speech.

         
         Grace shook her head. Hadn’t she made it clear that Zeva was not to follow?

         
         What the fuck had she done?

         
         “What the fuck ’ave you done?” Ah. The reason for Zeva’s warning.

         
         Grace closed her eyes at the sound of her brother’s voice in the darkness, opening them a heartbeat later, even as she turned
            away from the locked door and her prisoner’s eerie quiet, and strode down the narrow hallway, raising a finger for silence.
            “Not here.”
         

         
         She met Zeva’s gaze, dark and altogether too knowing. Ignoring that knowledge, she said, “The room needs a guard. No one goes in.” 

         
         A nod. “And if he comes out?”

         
         “He doesn’t.”

         
         A nod of understanding, and Grace was pushing past to meet her brother at the dark entrance to the back stairwell. “Not here,”
            she repeated, seeing that he was about to talk again. Devil always had something to say. “My offices.”
         

         
         One of his black brows rose in irritation, punctuated by a quick tap of the walking stick he was never without. She held her
            breath, waiting for him to agree . . . knowing that he had no reason to. Knowing that he had every reason to push past her
            and face the duke himself. But he did not. Instead, he waved a hand in the direction of the stairwell, and Grace released
            her breath silently, leading the way to the top floor of the building, where her private rooms adjoined the office from which
            she managed a kingdom.
         

         
         “You shouldn’t even be here,” she said softly as they made their way through the dark space. “You know I don’t like you near
            the customers.”
         

         
         “And you know as well as I do that your fine ladies want nothing more than a look at a Covent Garden king. They just don’t
            like that I’ve a queen now.”
         

         
         She scoffed at the words. “That part, at least, is true,” she said, ignoring the way her heart pounded, knowing as well as
            Devil that the conversation was to be forgotten the moment they were inside her quarters. “Where is my sister-in-law?” She’d
            do anything to have Felicity there now, with her good sense, distracting from Devil’s purpose.
         

         
         “At Whit’s, watching over his lady,” he said, as they reached the door to her quarters.

         
         She looked over her shoulder at him, her hand stilling on the door handle. “And Whit is not watching over the lady himself
            because he is . . .”
         

         
         He lifted his chin, indicating the room beyond.

         
         “Dammit, Dev.”

         
         He shrugged. “What was I supposed to do? Tell him he couldn’t come? You’re lucky I convinced him to wait here while I found
            you. He wanted to ransack the whole place.”
         

         
         Grace pressed her lips into a thin line and opened the door to reveal the man inside, already crossing the room toward her,
            enormous and barely hinged.
         

         
         Once they were inside, Grace closed the door and pressed her back to it, pretending not to be unsettled by her brother’s obvious
            fury. In the twenty years she’d known him, since they’d escaped their shared past and rebuilt themselves as the Bareknuckle
            Bastards, she’d never known Whit to rage. She’d only known him to punish, cold and deadly, and only after reaching the end
            of a fuse as long as the Thames.
         

         
         But that was before he’d fallen in love.

         
         “Where the fuck is he?”

         
         She didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “Downstairs.”

         
         Whit growled, low in his throat—acknowledgment barely audible inside the threatening sound—like a wild animal ready to spring.
            Known to all of Covent Garden as Beast, he was strung tight that night—had been for the week since the explosion on the docks—Ewan’s
            handiwork—had nearly killed Hattie. “Where?”
         

         
         “Locked away.”

         
         He looked to Devil. “Is that true?”

         
         Devil shrugged. “Dunno.”

         
         Lord deliver her from obnoxious brothers.

         
         Whit looked to her. “Is it true?”

         
         “No,” she drawled. “He’s downstairs, turning a jig.”

         
         He didn’t rise to the bait. “You should have told us he was here.”

         
         “Why, so you could kill him?”

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         She met his anger head-on, refusing to cower. “You can’t kill him.”

         
         “I don’t care that he’s a duke,” he said, every inch the Beast the rest of London called him. “I’ll tear him apart for what he did to Hattie.” 

         
         “And hang for it,” she said. “What good will that do your lady, who loves you?”

         
         He roared his frustration, turning for the massive desk that stood in the corner, piled high with the club’s business—current
            member dossiers, gossip rags, invoices, and correspondence. She advanced as he swiped a hand through a tower of new member
            requests, sending paper flying through the room. “Oy! That’s my work, you lout.”
         

         
         Beast thrust his hands into his hair and turned on her, ignoring her protest. “What do you plan for ’im, then? ’E nearly killed
            her. She could have . . .” He trailed off, not wanting to speak the words. “And that was after leavin’ Devil to freeze to
            death. After nearly killing you, all those years ago. Christ, you all could have . . .”
         

         
         Grace’s chest grew tight. Whit had always been their protector. Desperate to keep them safe even when he was too small and
            too battered to do the job. She nodded. “I know. But we are all here. And your lady mends.”
         

         
         He let out a harsh, relieved breath. “That’s the only reason why my blade isn’t in his gut.”

         
         She nodded. He deserved vengeance. They all did. And she intended for them to get it. But not like this.

         
         Devil spoke then, from his place by the door, where he leaned against the wall, deceptively loose, one long leg crossed over
            the other, “And you somehow remain calm, Grace. Somehow, willing to let him live.”
         

         
         Knowing where he was going, she narrowed her gaze on him. “Women aren’t allowed the luxury of anger.”

         
         “They say you’ve been mooning over him.”

         
         Anger came then, to be sure, and her fingers tangled in the red scarf at her waist. “Who says that?” When Whit did not answer,
            she turned to Devil. “Who says that?”
         

         
         Devil slowly tapped his walking stick on the floor twice. “You have to admit, it’s odd you’ve mended him. Zeva said you did it yourself. Collected him from death’s door. Refused to call a doctor.” He cast a pointed look to her desk, in disarray. “And the work of the club piling up as you nursemaid.” 

         
         It was Grace’s turn to scowl. “First, Zeva talks too much.” When they did not reply, she added, “Second, my desk always looks
            like that and you know it. And third, the more people who know he’s here, the less likelihood he gets his punishment.”
         

         
         That was it. That was why she’d cleaned his wounds. Why she’d set her fingers to his brow, waiting for fever. Why she’d stood
            in the darkness, listening to the even rise and fall of his breath.
         

         
         That was all.

         
         It had nothing to do with the past.

         
         “The more people who know he’s here, the more of a danger he is to all of us,” she added.

         
         “He’s a danger to us all as it is,” Devil said.

         
         Frustration flared at the words, calm and quiet, as though her brother was discussing the next shipment coming into port.
            She knew the steady truth in the words was just that—truth. Knew, too, that keeping the Duke of Marwick prisoner on the fourth
            floor of 72 Shelton was not the most sensible course of action.
         

         
         “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t be able to kill him after everything he’s done. After what he did to Devil. After
            Hattie. After the shipments he came for. The men he had attacked. The ones who didn’t survive. Five men. The Garden is owed
            ’is blood.” Whit’s voice went hoarse even as surprise flooded through Grace. She hadn’t heard him speak so many words all
            at once in . . . well, perhaps ever.
         

         
         Devil’s eyes were wide with similar surprise when she met them, but he recovered quickly. “He’s right, Grace. We deserve a crack at him.” 

         
         She shook her head. “No.”

         
         The wicked scar down the side of Devil’s face went white as the muscle in his cheek flexed. “Then you’d best have a reason
            why.”
         

         
         She pressed her lips together, her thoughts wild with frustration and fear and anger and a decades-long desperation for justice.
            And then she said, “Because he took the most from me.”
         

         
         Silence fell, thick and potent, eventually punctuated by a low curse from Whit. She turned to Devil, long and lean, with his
            wicked scar—put there by Ewan’s hand. “Not long ago, we stood together on the docks and you said it, bruv. He took more from
            me than from you.”
         

         
         Devil watched her for a long moment, his cane tapping against his boot. “And so? What, he gets your care? Tender mending from
            the woman he loves?”
         

         
         “Get stuffed,” she said. “He doesn’t love me.”

         
         Twin amber gazes leveled her.

         
         Her heart began to pound. “He doesn’t.”

         
         No reply.

         
         “What he feels—it’s never been love.”

         
         It didn’t matter that they’d called it that, when they were children, playing at a soft, kindhearted version of the emotion—young
            and fresh and too sweet to be real. Something they were never destined to see to adulthood.
         

         
         She willed her brothers to drop it.

         
         They did, miraculously. “What, then?” Whit asked. “He goes free? Back to Mayfair? Over my corpse does that happen, Grace.
            I don’t care what he took from you—we’ve been waiting for this day for years, and I’ll be damned if he gets returned to the
            life he stole.”
         

         
         “You mistake me,” she said. Two decades earlier, when Ewan had betrayed them, they’d vowed retribution if he ever came for them. She’d promised it herself as she’d mended them. “You weren’t the only ones who promised him vengeance. I was there, too.” 

         
         Whit with his cracked ribs, Devil with his slashed face.

         
         And Grace, with her broken heart and worse—her trust, shattered.

         
         “And you think you’re strong enough to keep that promise, Gracie?” Whit asked, low and dark.

         
         Grace lowered her hand to the scarf at her waist, her fingers tangling in the fabric there. “I know I am.”

         
         A knock sounded, punctuating the vow.

         
         “Revenge is mine.” She looked to Beast. “I shall fight you both for it, and you won’t like the outcome.”

         
         Silence, again, as the two most feared men in London considered the words. Devil was the first to give his agreement. A tap
            of his stick. A quick nod.
         

         
         Whit growled, low at the back of his throat. “If you don’t . . .”

         
         “I shall,” she vowed.

         
         The knock repeated itself, louder and quicker. “Come,” she called out, the word still in the air when the door opened to reveal
            another of her lieutenants, Veronique.
         

         
         Where Grace kept the finances and managed the business beyond the walls of 72 Shelton and Zeva handled the inner workings
            and requirements of the clientele, Veronique ensured the entire operation ran safely. Now, the black woman stood sentry in
            the doorway, her coat hanging open to reveal a linen shirt, tight-fitting breeches, and high, over-the-knee leather boots
            to match those Grace wore. What did not match was the pistol strapped to one thigh, at the perfect height to be drawn without
            hesitation.
         

         
         Still holstered.

         
         Not that it mattered.

         
         Dark eyes found Grace’s with urgent purpose. “Dahlia.”

         
         Grace did not hesitate. “Where is he?”

         
         Veronique’s gaze tracked to Devil and Whit, and then back to her.

         
         What had she wrought?

         
         “He ripped the door off the hinge.”

         
         Beast cursed, already moving across the room, Devil drawn tight like a bow. “Where?” Grace asked, putting herself in her brother’s
            path, ignoring the riot of emotion that came with the question.
         

         
         Beast looked to the other woman. “Is he gone?”

         
         Something like affront came over Veronique’s face. “No. We took him down.” She met Grace’s eyes. “Conscious.”

         
         Another emotion she did not care to name surged.

         
         “I wager he loved that,” Devil said, his smirk audible.

         
         Veronique turned a wide smile on the Bareknuckle Bastards, the Caribbean in her voice as she replied, “He didn’t go without
            a fight, but we were good for it.”
         

         
         “I’ve no doubt,” Devil said. The 72 Shelton guards were the best fighters in the Garden, and everyone knew it.

         
         There wasn’t time for pride, though. “He’s asking for Grace.” The name was foreign on Veronique’s lips—it had never been spoken
            in front of her, and still, the other woman knew.
         

         
         And here it was, the past, come for a reckoning.

         
         Beast leveled her with a look. “He’s seen you.”

         
         She considered denying it. After all, the room had been dark. He couldn’t have possibly really seen her. And still, “For a
            heartbeat.”
         

         
         I touched him.

         
         I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t stop it.

         
         “I’m surprised they took him down, then,” Beast replied.

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because you just gave him something to fight for.”

         
         She didn’t ask him to clarify. She was too unsettled by what he meant.

         
         Veronique filled the silence. “What shall we do with him, Dahlia?”

         
         She didn’t hesitate, the name a welcome reminder of her purpose. Of the life she had built in the two decades since she’d
            left him. Of the dominion over which she reigned. “If he’s well enough to take a door off the wall, he’s well enough to fight.”
         

         
         “He’s strong enough for it; gave the lads a good bout.”

         
         She nodded. “Then I get my bout, too. This ends tonight.” She crossed the room toward her private chamber, already untying
            the scarf at her waist.
         

         
         Devil’s words followed her. “I almost feel sorry for the bastard. He won’t know what’s hit him.”

         
         And then, Whit’s reply. “Almost.”
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