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			Prologue 

			Muse make the man thy theme, for shrewdness famed

			And genius versatile.

			—­The Odyssey of Homer, translated by William Cowper, 1791

			Eton College

			Autumn 1817

			To begin with, he was obnoxious.

			Oliver Radford’s schoolfellows didn’t need more than a day or two after his arrival to discover this.

			They didn’t need much time, either, to administer the nickname “Raven,” though why they chose it was less obvious. Maybe his thick, black hair and too-­piercing grey eyes gave them the idea, or maybe it was his deep, husky voice, better suited to a grown man than a boy of ten. Or maybe they referred to his nose, although this, while by no means small, wasn’t as beaky as many others.

			Still, he did always have the nose in question in a book, and some—­one of his paternal cousins, in fact—­said that young Radford reminded him of “a raven poking into the guts of a carcass.”

			The cousin failed to mention or forgot or perhaps didn’t know—­not being observant or clever—­how extremely intelligent ravens were, for birds. Oliver Radford was extremely intelligent, for a boy. This was one reason he found the books vastly preferable to his schoolmates.

			Especially his unbelievably stupid cousins . . .

			At present he leaned against a wall at the edge of the playing fields, well away from the others, who were choosing sides for cricket. Unlikely and unwilling to be chosen, but required to be present at the character-­building proceedings, he had his nose in the pages of Homer’s Odyssey.

			A shadow fell over Oliver and a fat hand with grimy fingernails covered the page of Greek script. He did not look up. He was, like his father, more-­than-­average observant. He recognized the hand. He had good reason to.

			“Here he is, gentlemen,” said Cousin Bernard. “Spawn of the family’s laboring branch: our Raven.”

			Laboring was meant to disparage Oliver’s father. Since the eldest son inherited everything, the others and their offspring had to find rich wives and/or places in “gentlemanly” professions like the military, the church, or the law. George Radford, son of a duke’s younger son, had elected to become a barrister. He was successful as well as happily married.

			All that Oliver had observed told him the other Radfords had extremely small brains and marriages the antithesis of his parents’.

			That a boy of ten knew what antithesis meant was another reason to hate him.

			He didn’t help matters.

			“Naturally you find the law laborious,” Oliver said. “Firstly, it wants a mastery of Latin, and you barely comprehend English. Secondly—­”

			Bernard cuffed him lightly. “I’d hold my tongue if I was you, little Raven. Unless there’s tales you want told.”

			“Firstly, if you were me,” Oliver corrected. “Since you are patently not, you require the subjunctive. Secondly, tales is plural. Therefore you want the third person plural of the infinitive to be. The correct verb form is are.”

			Bernard cuffed him less lightly. “Best not to mind him too much,” he told the small crowd of his disciples, some of them cousins. “No manners. Can’t help himself. Mother not quite the thing, you know. Bit of a tart. But we don’t talk about it much.”

			George Radford’s family had made a fuss of some kind when he married, at age fifty, a divorced lady. But Oliver didn’t care what they thought. His father had prepared him for the vicissitudes of Eton and the less-­than-­likable relatives he could expect to encounter there.

			“You’re contradicting yourself,” Oliver said. “Again.”

			“No, I’m not, you little fart.”

			“You said we don’t talk about her but you did.”

			“Do you mind, little Raven?”

			“Not a bit,” Oliver said. “At least when my mother pushed me into the world, she contrived to keep my brain intact. The evidence shows the opposite result in your case.”

			Bernard yanked him away from the wall and threw him down. The book fell from Oliver’s hands and his head rang and he was aware of his heartbeat increasing and a wild panic. He shoved these sensations to the very back of his mind, and pretended the feelings were miles away. He pretended that what was happening to him happened to somebody quite separate, that what he felt was felt by another self, whom he observed with detachment.

			The panic vanished, the world came back into balance, and he could think.

			He rose onto his elbows. “I’m so sorry,” he said.

			“You ought to be,” Bernard said. “And I hope it’s a lesson—­”

			“I should have read it as ‘in an agony to redeem himself,’ rather than ‘anxious to save himself.’ ”

			Bernard looked blank, not an unusual expression for him.

			“Odysseus,” Oliver said patiently. He rose, picked up the book, and brushed away the dirt. “He strove in vain for his fellows, whose own witlessness destroyed them. The witless destroy what they don’t understand.”

			Bernard’s face got very red. “Witless? I’ll teach you witless, you insolent little turd.”

			He leapt on Oliver, knocked him down, and started punching.

			The fight ended for Oliver with a black eye and a bloody nose and ringing ears.

			This wasn’t the first time. It wasn’t the last. But more of that anon.

			Royal Gardens, Vauxhall

			July 1822

			Oliver was baffled, an unusual condition for him.

			His experience with women was limited. Mothers didn’t count. His stepsisters were somebody else’s mothers already.

			The Earl of Longmore’s sister Lady Clara was, she had announced, eight and eleven-­twelfths years old.

			Though nursemaids abounded to look after the dizzying numbers of young Fairfaxes, Clara, according to Longmore, was usually let to tag after the boys. Her brothers treated her like a pet, perhaps because she was the first girl after three boys, and something of a curiosity. Then, too, the young Duke of Clevedon, whose guardian Longmore’s father was, doted on her.

			But tonight’s planned activity was not for girls. Cle­vedon was moving away, gesturing to Longmore to follow. The latter gave him a nod and told his little sister, “You’re not allowed to go in the boat with us.”

			She kicked him in the ankle. This only made her brother chuckle, but she must have hurt her toe, because her lower lip trembled.

			Then, for reasons unknown, Oliver heard himself saying, “Lady Clara, have you ever seen the Heptaplasiesoptron?”

			He was aware of Longmore throwing him a puzzled glance but more aware of the sister, who turned a sulky blue gaze upward to meet his. “What is it?”

			“It’s a sort of kaleidoscope room,” Oliver said. “It’s filled with looking glasses, and these reflect twining serpents and a fountain and palm trees and lamps of different colors and other things. It’s over there.” He pointed to the building containing the Rotunda and the Pillared Saloon. “Shall I take you to see it?”

			While Oliver was talking, Longmore slipped away.

			“I want to go in the boat,” she said.

			“I don’t,” Oliver said.

			She looked about and noticed her brother’s back retreating from view as he hurried to catch up with Clevedon. Her gaze came back to Oliver, eyes narrowed accusingly now.

			“Your brother doesn’t want you along,” he said. “He doesn’t want to worry about your being sick or falling out of the boat and drowning.”

			“I won’t,” she said. “I’m never sick.”

			“You will be if Longmore’s rowing,” he said. “Why do you think I’m not going?”

			She said, “That rhymes.”

			“So it does,” he said. “Shall I show you the Heptaplasiesoptron? I’ll wager anything you can’t say it. You’re only a girl, and girls aren’t very clever.”

			Her blue eyes flashed. “I can too say it!”

			“Go ahead, then.”

			She screwed up her eyes and mouth, concentrating. Her expression was so comical, he had all he could do not to laugh.

			Longmore and Clevedon had come to Eton the year after Oliver arrived. Very much to his surprise, they made a friend of him. This was more or less in the way they made a pet of Lady Clara. They’d dubbed him Professor Raven, which they soon whittled down to Professor.

			He’d come to Vauxhall’s Second Annual Juvenile Fête because Longmore’s father had sent an invitation to join a family excursion, and Oliver’s father said he must accept. Oliver had expected to be very bored and irritated, but Vauxhall turned out to be fascinating. It offered acrobats and rope dancers and trained monkeys and dogs, and all sorts of interesting optical illusions and devices, as well as music and fireworks. He didn’t at all mind not joining the other boys in the boat.

			He hadn’t planned on playing nursemaid to a little girl, certainly. But Lady Clara had turned out to be something out of the ordinary, rather like other Vauxhall wonders. She wasn’t nearly as stupid as one would expect, considering she was, firstly, a girl and, secondly, related to Longmore. No one had ever accused his lordship of intellectual prowess.

			She’d pronounced Heptaplasiesoptron correctly by the time they got to it. Equally important, she was perfectly willing to be taught about reflections and optical tricks.

			After exhausting the marvels of the Pillared Saloon, they walked on to the Submarine Cave. After her ladyship had her fill of that, they were moving on to the Hermitage when a disagreeably familiar voice called out, “That the best you can do, little cuz? She hasn’t even got bubbies yet.”

			He was distantly aware of his temperature rising and his heart beating hard and of seeing the world through a red veil. He heard himself speak as though from a great distance to Lady Clara. “Stay,” he said.

			He marched to his cousin Bernard and punched him in his fat gut.

			The fat must have been more solid than it looked, because Bernard only gave a baffled “Huh,” before punching back.

			Unprepared for the quick reaction, Oliver was an instant too slow to dodge, and the blow made him stumble. Bernard took advantage, hurling his great carcass at Oliver and knocking him down.

			The next he knew, Bernard was sitting on him.

			Oliver was aware of Lady Clara shouting something, but mainly he was aware of his ears ringing and trouble catching his breath.

			Bernard laughed.

			Oliver was trying to dislodge him when he heard a wild cry. Lady Clara launched herself at Bernard in a flurry of punching and kicking. This was so funny that for a moment Oliver forgot he couldn’t breathe.

			Then he saw her lunge at Bernard, and he saw Bernard throw his arm up to shield his face. Oliver wasn’t sure what happened next, but he deduced she’d run into his cousin’s knuckles or elbow, because she fell back, her hand over her mouth.

			Bernard leapt up and yelled, “I didn’t do anything!” And ran away.

			Oliver saw blood on her hand. He looked about, but Bernard had vanished. He’d picked his moment, as usual, when no adult witnesses were about.

			“The bastard,” he said. “The cowardly bastard. At least he could have asked if you were all right. Are you all right?”

			She took her hand away, then tested a tooth with her thumb. “Is it broken?” she said. She displayed her teeth. No blood there. It must be Bernard’s blood on her hand.

			Her teeth were impossibly white and even. Except for the left front incisor.

			“Did the one in front always have a chip in it?” he said.

			She shook her head.

			“It does now,” he said.

			She shrugged. “I hope the chip’s stuck in his elbow and stays there forever,” she said. Then, in a whisper she added, “The bastard.” And giggled.

			Perhaps Oliver fell in love with her then.

			Perhaps not.

			Whether he did or he didn’t, after that night he never saw Lady Clara Fairfax again.

			Until.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter One 

			At the head of Whitehall-­street is the noted point of Charing cross; and immediately above it lately opened Trafalgar square, where is to be erected a splendid naval monument; and the new national gallery of the fine arts, now in building, is on the north side of the square.

			—­Calvin Colton, Four Years in Great Britain, 1831–35

			Environs of Covent Garden, London

			Wednesday 19 August 1835

			Stop it!” the girl cried. “Get off! I won’t go!”

			Lady Clara Fairfax, about to alight from her cabriolet, couldn’t hear what the boy said, but she heard him laugh and saw him grab Bridget Coppy’s arm and try to drag her away from the building she was about to enter. It housed the Milliners’ Society for the Education of Indigent Females.

			The horse safe in her tiger’s keeping, her ladyship snatched up her whip, picked up her skirts, and ran toward the pair. She struck the boy’s arm with the whip’s butt end. He let out a high-­pitched oath.

			He was a mean-­looking boy, red-­haired, with a square, spotty face. He wore the cheap, showy coat she’d learned to associate with the strutting ne’er-­do-­wells who infested the neighborhood.

			“Get away from her, or you’ll get more of the same,” Clara said. “Leave this place. You’ve no business here. Be gone before I send for a constable.”

			The boy eyed her in an insolent manner. The effect was spoiled, however, by his having to stretch his head back and cast his beady-­eyed gaze upward a distance, for Clara was not petite and he was not tall. His gaze dropped to the whip in her hand, then to the dashing cabriolet behind her—­from which she didn’t doubt her maid Davis had descended, brandishing her umbrella.

			With a sneer, he said what sounded like, “You better hit harder’n that, you want me to feel it.” He didn’t wait for her to hit harder, but set his hat at a very sharp angle and sauntered off.

			“Are you all right?” she asked Bridget.

			“Yes, your ladyship, and thank you ever so,” the girl said. “I don’t know what was in his mind to come here. He oughter know his sort ain’t welcome here.”

			The Milliners’ Society for the Education of Indigent Females housed and educated girls determined, against prodigious odds, to be respectable.

			In the ordinary way of things, girls aiming to learn a trade became apprentices. But London’s dressmakers could pick and choose their apprentices, and the Milliners’ Society girls were outcasts or rejects for one reason or another: The majority were too old to be apprenticed and/or they were “fallen” or carried some other stigma.

			The Society picked them up from the gutter—­if they were willing to be removed from that location—­and did everything possible to make them fit for employment. With practice, diligence, and good eyesight, most girls would learn to sew straight, tiny stitches at great speed, and they could be placed as seamstresses. Some, though, had the potential to rise higher—­for instance, to embroider fine muslins, silks, linens, wools, and these materials’ numerous combinations. Perhaps one or two might even possess the wherewithal to rise to become successful milliners or dressmakers.

			Bridget was fifteen years old. An unsuccessful flower seller, she had appeared on the Society’s doorstep after being assaulted and robbed who knew how many times, thanks to her refusing assorted pimps’ protection. She had been completely illiterate. She had turned out to be one of the most diligent students and an especially gifted embroiderer. In the display cases, her work always stood out.

			Outside the building, so, unfortunately, did her looks.

			“I can tell you what was in his mind,” Clara said. “He wasn’t thinking much beyond the fact of your being pretty and what males think when they see pretty girls.”

			Lady Clara Fairfax ought to know. Twenty-­two years old as of yesterday, she was the most beautiful and sought-­after girl in London, and according to some, in all of England.

			Small Drawing Room of Warford House

			Monday 31 August 1835

			Clara did not run screaming from the room. A lady didn’t run screaming from anywhere unless her life was in immediate danger.

			This was simply another marriage proposal.

			The Season was over. Almack’s had held its last assembly at the end of July. Most of Society had gone to the country. Yet her family remained in London because her father, the Marquess of Warford, never left before Parliament rose, and Parliament still sat.

			And so her beaux lingered in London. For some reason—­either they’d joined a conspiracy or had made her the subject of wagers in White’s betting book—­they seemed to be proposing on a biweekly schedule. They were beginning to wear on Clara’s nerves.

			Today was Lord Herringstone’s turn. He said he loved her. They all said so with varying degrees of fervor. But being an intelligent girl who read more than she ought to, Clara was sure that he, like the others, merely wanted to claim the most fashionable girl in London for his own.

			She’d inherited the classic Fairfax looks—­pale gold hair, clear blue eyes, and skin that seemed to have been poured like cream over an artistically sculpted face. The world agreed that in her these traits had reached the very acme and pitch of perfection. So had her figure, a model for one of those Greek or Roman goddess statues, according to her numerous swains.

			Her single flaw—­on the outside, that is—­the tiny chip in her left front tooth, only made her human and thus, somehow, more perfect.

			She was like a thoroughbred everybody wanted to own.

			Or the latest style of dashing vehicle.

			Her beauty surrounded her like a great stone wall. Men couldn’t see above, beyond, or through it. They certainly couldn’t think past it.

			This was because men only looked at women. They didn’t listen to women, especially beautiful women.

			When beautiful women talked, men merely made a greater pretense of listening. After all, everybody knew that women did not really have brains.

			Clara wondered what women were imagined to have in their skulls in place of brains or what men thought women did their pitiful excuse for thinking with . . .

			“ . . . if you would do me the inestimable honor of becoming my wife.”

			She came back to the present and said no, as she always did, kindly and courteously, because she’d been rigorously trained in ladyship. Moreover, she truly liked Lord Herringstone. He’d written odes to her, and they were witty and scanned well. He was amusing and a good dancer and reasonably intelligent.

			So were dozens of other men.

			She liked them, most of them.

			But they had no idea who she was and did not try to find out.

			Perhaps it was quixotic of her, but she wanted more than that.

			He looked disappointed. Yet he’d survive, she knew. He’d find another woman he would look at and not listen to, but that woman wouldn’t be so unrealistic as to expect him to. They’d wed and rub along together somehow or other, like everybody else.

			And one of these days Clara would give up hoping for more. One of these days, she would have to say yes.

			“Either that,” she muttered, “or become an eccentric and run away to Egypt or India.”

			“My lady?”

			Clara looked up. Her lady’s maid, Davis, had been standing in the corridor by the door during the marriage proposal. Though the door stood open, though any number of large footmen lurked in Warford House’s corridors, and though none of Clara’s infatuated swains would dream of uttering a cross word to her, let alone attempt to harm her, Davis remained ever vigilant. ­People said Davis looked like a bulldog, but looks, Clara very well knew, weren’t everything. Not many years older than her charge, Davis had been hired immediately after one of Clara’s many childhood contretemps, this time at Vauxhall. She protected Clara from fractures, concussions, drowning, and—­most important to Mama—­Clara’s becoming A Complete Hoyden.

			“Where is Mama?”

			Her mother usually entered close on the heels of rejected swains to wonder Where She’d Gone Wrong with her eldest daughter.

			“Her ladyship is in bed with a sick headache,” Davis said.

			This was probably because she’d had a visit earlier from her poisonous friend Lady Bartham.

			“Let’s go out,” Clara said.

			“Yes, my lady.”

			“To the girls,” Clara said. A visit to the Milliners’ Society for the Education of Indigent Females would give her a chance to do some good instead of brooding about men. “Please order my cabriolet.”

			Clara drove herself whenever possible, partly to reduce servants’ spying and tattling, but mainly to feel she was in command of something, even if it was one horse pulling a small, two-­wheeled vehicle. At least it was a dashing vehicle. Her eldest brother, Harry, the Earl of Longmore, had bought it for her.

			“We’ll stop on the way and buy some trinkets for the girls.” She glanced down at herself. “But I can’t go in this. They must see me in my finest finery.”

			When a proposal could not be avoided, she dressed as unflatteringly as she dared, to make her rejection sting less.

			The girls were another matter. The Milliners’ Society’s founders were London’s premier modistes, the proprietresses of Maison Noirot. They made Lady Clara’s clothes, and they had taught her that dress was a form of art and a form of manipulation and a language in itself. Twice they had saved her from what would have been catastrophic marriages.

			And so, for their girls, she dressed to inspire.

			Charing Cross

			A short time later

			Look out! Are you blind? Get out of the way!”

			Clara hadn’t time to see what she was in the way of when an arm snaked about her waist and yanked her back from the curb. Then she saw the black and yellow gig hurtling toward her.

			At the last minute, it swerved away, toward the watermen and boys clustered about the statue of King Charles I. Then once more it veered abruptly off course. It nicked a passing omnibus, struck a limping dog, and swung into St. Martin’s Lane, leaving pandemonium in its wake.

			Some inches above her head—­and plainly audible above the bystanders’ shouts and shrieks and the noise of carriages, horses, and dogs—­a deep, cultivated voice uttered an oath. The muscular arm came away from her waist and the arm’s owner stepped back a pace. She looked up at him, more up than she was accustomed to.

			His face seemed familiar, though her brain couldn’t find a name to attach to it. Under his hat brim, a single black curl fell against his right temple. Below the dark, sharply angled eyebrows, a pair of cool grey eyes regarded her. Her own gaze moved swiftly from his uncomfortably sharp scrutiny down his long nose and firmly chiseled mouth and chin.

			The day was warm, but the warmth she felt started on the inside.

			“I daresay you noticed nothing about him?” he said. “But why do I ask a pointless question? Everybody flies into a panic and nobody pays attention. The correct question is, Does it matter?” He shrugged. “Only to the dog, perhaps. And in that regard one may say that the driver simply put the wretched brute out of its misery. Let’s call it an act of mercy. Well, then. Not injured, my lady? No swooning? No tears? Excellent. Good day.”

			He touched the brim of his hat and started away.

			“A man and a boy in a black Stanhope gig trimmed in yellow,” she said to his back. Clara was aware of the tall, black-­garbed figure pausing, but she was concentrating, to hold the fleeting image in her mind. “Carriage freshly painted. Blood bay mare. White stripe. White sock . . . off hind leg. No tiger. The boy . . . I’ve seen him before, near Covent Garden. Red hair. Square face. Spotty. Garish yellow coat. Cheap hat. The driver had a face like a whippet. His coat . . . a better one but not right. Not a gentleman.”

			Her rescuer slowly turned back to her, one dark eyebrow upraised. “Face like a whippet?”

			“A narrow, elongated face,” she said. With one gloved hand, whose tremor was barely noticeable, she made a lengthening gesture over her own face. “Sharp features. He drives to an inch. He might have spared the dog.”

			Her rescuer looked her up and down, so briefly Clara wasn’t altogether sure he’d done it. But then his expression became acutely intent.

			She kept her sigh to herself and her chin upraised, and waited for the wall to go up.

			“You’re certain,” he said.

			Why should I be certain? she thought. I’m only a woman and so of course I have no brain to speak of.

			She said, more impatiently than she ought to, “I could see the dog was barely alive. No doubt boys would have tortured him or a horse would have kicked him or a cart would have rolled over him soon enough. But that driver knew what he was doing. He struck the animal on purpose.”

			The stranger’s keen gaze shifted away from her to scan the square.

			“What an idiot,” he said. “Making a spectacle of himself. Killing the dog was meant as a warning to me, obviously. A master of subtlety he is not.” When his gaze returned to her, he said, “A whippet, you say.”

			She nodded.

			“Well done,” he said.

			For an instant Clara thought he’d pat her on the head, as one would a puppy who’d learned a new trick. But he only stood there, alternately looking at her then looking about him. His mouth twitched a little, as though he meant to smile, but he didn’t.

			“That man, whoever he is, is a public menace,” she said. “I have an appointment or I should report the incident to the police.” She had no appointment. Her visit to the Milliners’ Society was a spur-­of-­the-­moment decision. But a lady was not to have anything to do with the police. Even if she got murdered, she ought to do it discreetly. “I must leave the matter to you.”

			“Firstly, nobody was injured but a dog it’s obvious nobody cared about,” the gentleman said. “Otherwise the creature would have been a degree more alive to begin with. Secondly, one doesn’t pester the police about the demise, violent or otherwise, of a mere canine unless its owner is an aristocrat. Thirdly, it’s now clear the fellow was aiming for me when you stepped in the way. I couldn’t see him clearly through the”—­he gestured at her hat, his mouth twitching again—­“the whatnot rising from your head. But Whippet Face . . .” Now he smiled. It wasn’t much of a smile, being small and quick, but it changed his face, and her heart gave a short, surprised thump. “He’s been trying to kill me this age. He’s not the only one. Hardly worth troubling the constabulary.”

			He gave her the briefest nod, then turned and strode away.

			Clara stood staring after him.

			Tall, lean, and self-­assured, he moved with swift purpose through the sea of ­people surging over the streets converging on Trafalgar Square. Even after he entered the Strand, he didn’t disappear from sight for a while. His hat and broad shoulders remained visible above the mass of humanity until he reached Clevedon House, when a passing coach blocked her view.

			He never looked back.

			He never looked back.

			Moments later, after she’d calmed both her maid and her tiger, Colson, and was giving her horse leave to start, the gentleman’s face flashed into her mind, and his voice with its husky overtone seemed to sound again from somewhere above her head. Like a shadow cast by a guttering candle, an image flickered in her brain for a moment. But it was gone before she could make it out. She shrugged, trying to push the incident out of her thoughts, and went on her way, though now and again she did wonder how he’d known to address her as my lady . . . and why he hadn’t looked back.

			Oliver “Raven” Radford, Esquire, didn’t need to look back. In the usual way of things, he would have sized up the tall, aristocratic blonde at the first glance. Fairfaxes being ubiquitous, their handsome features distinctive, even Society’s outsiders recognized them, and he calculated excellent odds of her being one of the many dubbed Lady This or Lady That.

			Yet he’d given her second and third looks, for three reasons.

			Firstly, his mind had refused to fully accept the evidence of his eyes. He was observant to a degree not usually associated with human beings—­some said he wasn’t, quite—­and his memory was equally inhuman. But yes, further examination proved milady’s attire to be as complicated and demented as his eyes had ascertained.

			Secondly, upon that further examination, he felt certain he’d met her before. But he couldn’t dredge up from his prodigious memory the time and place.

			Thirdly, he realized she’d surprised him.

			He couldn’t remember the last time anybody had surprised him.

			“Face like a whippet,” he murmured, and laughed—­startling passersby as he strode along the Strand. “Wait until I tell him. He’ll want to kill me twice, and by inches.”

			Don’t look back, you halfwit,” said the driver of the Stanhope gig.

			The boy, one Henry Brockstopp, better known as Chiver—­for his skill with a knife, or chive—­said, “That were her! The bleedin’ great bitch what come after me with the horsewhip a week or more back. I wish you’d run her down.”

			This, in any event, is the way his speech would translate into recognizable English.

			“Moron.” The driver backhanded the boy. “And have every last blue bottle in London after me? And the army, too? How many times do I have to tell you? Don’t touch a hair of a nob’s head unless you fancy a slow choke on the end of a rope and a nice lie-­down later on a sawbones’s dissecting table. With a lot of other ’prentice sawbones watching him pull out your liver and such, and all of them laughing at your tiny precious nuts.” He laughed. “Leave it to Raven to use the handiest female for a shield.”

			Jacob Freame, as all London’s underworld knew, had a fine sense of humor. He smiled when he squeezed shopkeepers for more protection money. He grinned when one of his bawds led a bumpkin into a brothel he wouldn’t come out of alive. He chuckled when his boys kicked in an enemy’s head. Always good for a laugh, our Jacob.

			“She’s big enough,” Chiver said sullenly, rubbing the side of his head.

			“She can be as big as she wants, because she’s quality,” Jacob said. “And when you see quality, you take off your hat and you bow low and you say yes ma’am and no ma’am and yessir and nosir. You kiss their arses, you hear me? Nobody cares what we do among our own sort. But you annoy the fine ladies and gentlemen, and trouble comes down on you like a ton of bricks. Do you understand, or do I have to knock it into that thick head of yours?”

			“I understand,” the boy said. But he’d teach that Bridget Coppy a lesson, wouldn’t he? And the Long Meg wouldn’t like it much, neither.

			Jacob Freame glanced back though his prey was long out of sight. “Maybe another time, then, Raven, eh?” he said. And laughed.

			Environs of Covent Garden

			Not long thereafter

			Today Bridget Coppy was in charge of the Milliners’ Society shop. Here visitors could purchase articles the girls made, with profits going to the organization’s upkeep. Made by girls of dissimilar talents and experience, the items on offer varied in quality.

			“This must be yours,” Lady Clara said as she took up a splendidly adorned reticule from the case the girl had opened for her.

			“Y-­yes, my lady. Only there’s a mistake. That knot. It w-­wouldn’t—­” Bridget burst into tears.

			She turned away, her pretty face crimson, and hastily found her handkerchief. “Oh, I’m so sorry, my lady. So sorry.”

			A lady was never at a loss in any situation. She took pity on the less fortunate, even when she’d chosen to visit the less fortunate as an antidote to her own vexations.

			“My dear, I can’t even see the offending knot,” Clara said. “Your eyes must be very sharp, indeed.”

			“Yes, I’ve—­ No, I mean, it oughter be perfect. You can’t—­ Why, what if your ladyship had a dinner dress embroidered with floor de leezes and your ladyship looked down and there was a thread hanging off of one of them? Or—­or the bud was crimson when it oughter be rose? Or—­” Tears leaked out of the girl’s eyes, now as red as her face, and rolled down her nose. She turned away and sniffed, and vigorously wiped away the tears. “Please forgive me, your ladyship. Oh, if Matron sees me—­that’ll do it, that will.”

			“Matron’s nowhere about,” Clara said. “But if you’re so upset you can’t contain your feelings, the trouble must be very bad. Why, you’re one of the most even-­tempered and responsible girls here.”

			“Responsible!” the girl wailed. “If I was, would I be in this fix?”

			Two days later

			Clara had never before entered the lair of London’s lawyers. When a lady needed legal assistance, her attorney went to her. But a lady must not find herself in any kind of situation involving lawyers. If she was so misguided as to need one, she must put the matter in the hands of her husband, father, guardian, brother, or son.

			This was why today she wore one of Davis’s dresses, hastily altered. This was why she, Davis, and the boy Fenwick traveled by anonymous—­and grimy—­hackney coach rather than her distinctive cabriolet. The hackney took them from Maison Noirot in St. James’s Street, where Fenwick was employed, eastward into Fleet Street. At Inner Temple Gate they left the vehicle and proceeded into Inner Temple Lane.

			Soot-­darkened buildings of disparate ages crammed together to loom over the Temple, like a very dirty Greek chorus overlooking a tragedy. Clara knew her object resided on the second floor of the Woodley Building. But which was that? Fenwick was trying to decide between two grim edifices brooding over the Temple churchyard when a boy strolled out from among the gravestones. Fenwick applied to him.

			Yes, of course he knew where it was, the boy said. Wasn’t he only just coming back from an errand of the gravest importance for those same exact gentlemen? And wasn’t some ­people blind, the name being writ up there plain as plain? He pointed to a row of dirty bricks that might, under the coating of soot and bird droppings, have been inscribed with the building’s name.

			Fenwick took exception to the boy’s tone and his remarks.

			The boy made an impolite suggestion.

			Fenwick hit him.

			The boy hit back.

			Meanwhile, on the second floor of the Woodley Building

			Dead,” Westcott said. “Dead, dead, dead.” He waved the letter in Radford’s face. “There it is in plain English.”

			A cold weight settled in Radford’s chest. But by now it was instinct to remove himself from the part of him experiencing feelings—­i.e., irrationality. He’d taught himself to behave as though this emotional inner self were another being entirely, and view the matter at hand with detachment. And so, metaphorically speaking, he elbowed aside this emotional self and calmly took note of Westcott’s tone, the letter’s handwriting, and the type of writing paper.

			Not Father.

			Not dead.

			Not yet.

			All the same, it took more than his usual strength of will to say calmly, “Not precisely plain English. You’ve overlooked the fact that lawyers have written it.”

			Thomas Westcott was a solicitor as well as Radford’s friend. Possibly his only friend. The two men shared, along with chambers in the Woodley Building of Inner Temple, a young clerk named Tilsley, whose duties included collecting and sorting the post.

			Radford did not accept the duty of reading it. Except for letters from his parents and stepsisters, he let Westcott, in standard solicitor mode, make what he would of the daily deluge of paper.

			“You haven’t read it,” Westcott said.

			Radford didn’t need to read it. The legal hand, the seal, and dead sufficed as clues. It came from the Duke of Malvern’s solicitor, and reported the death of a family member, most probably the duke himself, given the paper’s weight, the message’s verbosity, and His Grace’s advanced age.

			“I’m a barrister,” he said. “I can recognize legal gobbledygook at twenty paces. Dueling distance. A pity one can’t shoot it, in the way gentlemen resolve so many differences. But then, barristers who thrive on sordid criminal cases aren’t quite gentlemen, are we?”

			He’d happily followed in his father’s footsteps. Since Radford was very good at what he did, he’d never doubted he’d rise steadily in his profession, righting what wrongs and stupidities he could on the way.

			What he couldn’t right or repair were the other Radfords.

			Bernard’s grandfather had set his sons and their sons’ wives and children against one another. He was a selfish, vindictive, manipulative man, and his offspring carried on in the same style. Radford’s grandfather, being intelligent and observant, had observed this destructive family behavior and intelligently decided to have no part of it.

			Father felt the same way. Ages ago he’d said, “The only way to keep your mind from being poisoned is to stay far away from them. Live another life, son. Live your own life.”

			This was exactly what Raven Radford had done. He wanted no part of the ducal vipers’ nest, and especially not now.

			Three months ago, at Grumley’s pauper farm, a place where the poorhouses sent their excess children, five little ones had died. Fever was the ostensible cause. In fact, Grumley’s system of neglect, starvation, and filth had killed them. An inquest had found him guilty of manslaughter. This verdict had led to the criminal trial Radford was prosecuting at present, the most challenging of his career to date.

			He took the document from his friend and scanned it for loopholes. He was distantly aware of the inner weight’s return. His face wore a bored expression.

			“Only Bernard left,” he said. “How the devil do they do it?”

			The previous Duke of Malvern, Bernard’s father, had possessed, in the way of near relatives, three brothers as well as, by his second marriage, three sons. Over the years, nearly all the males, young and old, had contrived to die, some of illness, some in accidents.

			“One would think they were at least capable of breeding,” he said. “Blind sheep can do it.”

			“The royal family has a similar problem,” Westcott said. “King George III sired nine sons. And our present heir presumptive? An adolescent girl.”

			“A pity the dukedom can’t go to a girl,” Radford said. “Those they’ve got a surfeit of. But the girls can’t inherit, and it isn’t my problem.” He tossed the letter onto Westcott’s desk.

			“Radford, if the present duke dies—­”

			“Bernard is not thirty years old. His wife is five and twenty. He’ll keep trying for sons.”

			Bernard had better not die for at least fifty years. Radford didn’t need the letter to remind him his father had become next in line to inherit. George Radford was eighty years old, and in poor health.

			A fever last winter had permanently undermined his health. His chances of surviving the coming winter were not good. He was going to die, sooner rather than later. He ought to be allowed to die in peace, with his wife at his side, at Ithaca House, the peaceful villa in Richmond he’d named after the mythical Ulysses’s longed-­for home. The last thing Father needed was the annoyance of taking over vast estates whose affairs had been mismanaged for years.

			“Her Grace’s health, according to the letter, is precarious,” Westcott said.

			“I’m not surprised,” Radford said. “The odds of her dying in childbed are very high, as are those of any woman who endures numerous pregnancies. You may be sure that, as soon as she’s dead, he’ll wed again, no matter how old he is. His father started a second family in his fifties.”

			Radford’s own father had married for the first time at fifty because he couldn’t afford to marry earlier. This was why Radford and Bernard had been schoolmates.

			Westcott took up the letter and read it through again. “Something isn’t right,” he said. “I can’t put my finger on it, but I’m sure there’s a meaning here we’ve overlooked. I can’t seem to read between the lines, and you refuse to.”

			“I’ll tell you what isn’t right,” Radford said. “It only purports to be a legal document. Amid the lawyerly convolutions do you distinguish anything more pressing than a summons from Bernard? Can you ascertain anything to be gained by my heeding it?”

			“You might at least take the trouble to find out what he wants.”

			“Now? Have you forgotten the Grumley case?”

			“I could go in your place,” Westcott said. “As your solicitor.”

			“Neither you nor anybody else will represent me in this. You don’t know Bernard.”

			Father could deal with the lack-­brained bully if he had to, but there was no reason he ought to. The last thing he needed now was strain and aggravation. Radford had better write to his mother straightaway, warning her.

			“He’ll only waste your time for the fun of it,” Radford said. “You and I have more useful things to do. For the present, I aim to send that villain Grumley to—­” He glared at the door. “Who’s there? Where the devil is Tilsley?”

			“If you refer to your clerk, he’s punching a boy in the churchyard.”

			The voice, though muffled by the closed door, was clearly feminine. And aristocratic.

			Westcott, while not as observant as his friend—­who was?—­had no trouble recognizing the diction of the upper reaches of the upper classes. Some of his clients lived in these exalted realms. He hurried to the door and opened it.

			The tall blonde walked in.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two 

			Juvenile delinquents . . . are found in every part of the metropolis . . . Many of them . . . are in the regular employ and training of older thieves; others obtain a precarious subsistence by begging, running errands, selling play-­bills, picking pockets, and pilfering from shops and stalls.

			—­John Wade, A Treatise on the Police and Crimes of the Metropolis, 1829

			Following a long climb up dark, narrow stairs, Clara and Davis had found, along a passage lined with black doors, the one bearing the name they wanted.

			Davis had knocked thrice before the men inside took any notice. They seemed to be arguing, but Clara couldn’t be sure.

			One of the voices—­the deeper one—­sounded familiar.

			But Clara hadn’t placed it by the time she walked in. When the pale grey gaze fixed on her, she started in surprise. Heat sprang from several inner places at once and raced up to her neck and face as well as to areas ladies did not acknowledge to anybody, including themselves.

			This was a disturbing development, but a lady always appeared to be in control, even when she felt as though she’d walked into a lamppost.

			“Lady Clara,” he said. His keen grey gaze traveled over her, swiftly assessing. “Is that supposed to be a cunning disguise?”

			The other gentleman said, “Radford, what the—­”

			Clara held up her hand, silencing him. If she didn’t immediately seize control, they would. They’d treat her like a child, the way men usually treated women, especially young women. They’d murmur soothing things and send her on her way. They might even tattle to Papa’s solicitor. She doubted any lawyerly rules of confidentiality applied to women.

			Do not show uncertainty or anxiety, she commanded herself. For once in your life you can do something more productive than decline marriage offers.

			She adopted her paternal grandmother’s autocratic manner.

			“Thanks to you, I now know who he is,” she said to the other man, who was a degree shorter and fairer, and not dressed entirely in black. “It is immaterial to me how he knows who I am. You must be the eminent solicitor Mr. Thomas Westcott. I haven’t much time, and I should prefer not to waste it on formalities. As your colleague has so cleverly ascertained, I am Lady Clara Fairfax. This is my maid, Davis. The boy Fenwick, who is trying to kill your clerk, advised me to consult you.”

			As she let her glance rest briefly on the tall, dark man, the sense of familiarity she’d experienced at Charing Cross returned. “He seems to believe Mr. Radford is peculiarly equipped to assist us with a problem.”

			“He’s peculiar, I’ll give you that,” said Mr. Westcott.

			“This isn’t about the mangy dog, is it?” Mr. Radford said. “Because the police have more important matters—­”

			“It’s about a pauper boy,” Clara said.

			Mr. Radford stalked to the window and looked down. “And you wanted us? Can’t mean the fellow down there. He’s holding his own. No, wait. Better. He’s giving Tilsley a Chancery suit on the nob. That boy of yours looks familiar.”

			Having spent a part of her childhood with three older brothers, she knew what he was looking at. A Chancery suit on the nob involved getting one’s opponent’s head under one’s arm and punching said head with the free hand.

			“You’re familiar to him, which is why we’re here,” Clara said.

			“What’s the brat calling himself now?” Mr. Radford said.

			“He doesn’t call himself anything,” Clara said. “He could teach clams a thing or two. His employers call him Fenwick. And he seemed to think you could help us find a boy named Toby Coppy.”

			Mr. Radford turned away from the window. “Friend of—­er—­Fenwick?”

			She’d spent the last two days studying the notorious Raven Radford, no easy task, even had she not had to keep her mission secret from her family.

			His name didn’t feature in the usual accounts of parliamentary or social doings. Mainly his name appeared in reports of criminal proceedings, some dauntingly lengthy. From what she’d read, he seemed to be sharp-­witted, learned, and tactless to a spectacular degree. Though she hadn’t had time to read everything, she’d thought it amazing he’d won so many cases, when judges, witnesses, juries, and even his own clients must have wanted to throttle him.

			She, for instance, was already growing irritated.

			“If I might begin at the beginning,” she said. “Rather than proceed along the haphazard route of your questions.”

			One black eyebrow went up. “Haphazard,” he said.

			“That was a setdown, in case you didn’t recognize it,” Mr. Westcott told him.

			“I thought so,” Mr. Radford said.

			“Not that snubs have the least effect on him, my lady,” Mr. Westcott said, “even when he recognizes them as such. Brilliant otherwise, of course.”

			“So I’ve been informed,” Clara said, “else I wouldn’t be here.”

			“Certainly, my lady,” Mr. Westcott said. “And since your ladyship has taken the trouble to be here, we ought to proceed in an orderly fashion. Frankly, I’m puzzled why a man renowned for his fanatical attachment to logic has been perambulating into detours in this strange manner. If your ladyship will be so good as to take a chair—­here, by the fire—­or what is, in colder weather, a fire. It’s cleaner—­”

			He broke off as Davis advanced and wiped the chair with a handkerchief and him with a censorious eye.

			“Yes, quite so, thank you,” Mr. Westcott said. “And if her ladyship would make herself comfortable, I should be happy to take notes. Radford, we don’t need you at present.” He gave Clara an apologetic smile. “Only if it comes to trial, naturally, which—­”

			“It will save time if I listen,” Mr. Radford said.

			“No, it won’t,” Mr. Westcott said. “Because you’ll interrupt.”

			“I shall remain as silent as the churchyard denizens under our window,” Mr. Radford said. “The ones belowground, that is.”

			He folded his arms and leaned back against the window frame.

			“Kindly proceed, my lady. I’m all ears.”

			It was the chipped tooth.

			When she walked in and caught sight of him, her composure disintegrated, her mouth fell open, and for a moment she looked like an astonished little girl.

			Radford knew that little girl.

			She recovered with remarkable speed, but Radford had seen all he needed to.

			The distinctive Fairfax features he’d identified the other day . . . assorted bits he’d read in newspapers and magazines . . . the nagging sense of familiarity.

			With the chipped tooth, the last piece of the puzzle fell into place.

			This wasn’t merely one of the numerous Fairfax family members he’d seen from time to time in his perambulations through London.

			This was the little girl to whom he’d shown Vauxhall’s Heptaplasiesoptron. This was the little girl who’d tried to rescue him from Cousin Bernard.

			She was all grown up and dressed in what she fondly imagined was a disguise.

			Unlike the comical hat she’d worn in Charing Cross, her bonnet was dull and dark, boasting nothing in the way of adornment but a darker ribbon. Its large brim did not tilt up in the way the hat had done, to show her perfect face framed in lace and bows. It tilted downward, its shadow concealing her countenance. That was clever, actually. A veil—­the usual ruse for ladies—­would have called attention to her attempt to appear incognito.

			All the same, he would have known her for the Charing Cross female anywhere, even had she been wearing a veil. The drab dress failed to disguise her posture and figure.

			Remarkably fine figure, he was aware of his irrational self thinking. It proceeded to imagine said figure in its natural state. Such meditations were not conducive to clear thinking.

			He wrestled the other self into a dark corner in the back of his mind and focused on watching the lady ignore the chair Westcott had offered and her maid had scoured.

			Lady Clara remained where she was, posture upright—­

			Horizontal would be better, said the inner voice of unreason.

			He ignored it and listened to a tale told with a conciseness he would have believed incompatible with the female brain, such as it was. In a shockingly few words, she contrived to explain what the Milliners’ Society was and who Bridget Coppy was.

			“Her father is dead,” she said. “The mother is a hopeless drunkard who takes in mending on the rare occasions she’s sober. The Milliners’ Society has taught Bridget to read and write a little. She persuaded her brother to attend a ragged school. I know I needn’t explain to you what that is.”

			Ragged schools were pitiful attempts to teach pauper children the basics they needed to improve their lot in life. The teachers were unpaid, many of them nearly as ignorant as the children. All the same, it was better than the nothing otherwise available to London’s impoverished masses.

			Most members of the upper classes had never heard of ragged schools. Being a duke’s great-­grandson, Radford was, technically, a member of the upper classes. His life had been different from most, though, and he knew all about these schools.

			The note of distress in her voice told him the schools were a very recent and disturbing discovery for her.

			She had no idea how some ­people lived in London, practically under her nose.

			But why should she? And how odd it was, her having discovered even so much.

			She was saying, “With Bridget’s help, Toby was learning to read and write and do sums. But as you know, less reputable types hang about the ragged schools. Bridget says a gang of thieves has lured him out of school, and she hasn’t seen him for more than a week.”

			The day, which had brightened remarkably when Her Majesty sailed into his chambers, reverted to its customary grey.

			A missing child of the lower orders. Radford knew where this story led. Not to a happy ending.

			First the accursed ducal letter.

			Now another boy lost among London’s teeming thousands of unwanted children.

			Why couldn’t she have come to him because she’d murdered somebody?

			That would have been so much more promising, not to mention stimulating.

			“Bridget wishes to remove him from the gang before they get him hanged,” she went on. “She’s sure the police will take him up in short order. She does not believe her brother has the intelligence or dexterity to be a successful thief—­not for long, at any rate.”

			Oh, better and better.

			Very likely there was more to this than met the eye. It didn’t matter. The boy was doomed.

			She was wasting her time as well as Radford’s. She was completely deluded if she thought the brat could or ought to be rescued. But of course she wouldn’t believe him. She hadn’t the least idea what she was about.

			He said, “Do you know which gang, precisely?”

			“Fenwick has been unable to find out,” she said.

			“Does that tell you anything?”

			“That London holds a great many gangs.”

			“And therefore . . . ?” he led the witness.

			She regarded him with a polite expression, her gracefully arched eyebrows slightly raised.

			By now Westcott ought to have leapt in to state the obvious or at least give the don’t signal, warning Radford he went too far. He glanced at his friend.

			Westcott was gaping at her as though he’d never seen a girl before.

			No, in point of fact, he was doing the opposite: what men always did when they looked at women. He was admiring her breasts in what he must suppose was a surreptitious manner, and had become fully absorbed in that endeavor.

			Hers, Radford would readily admit, were uncommonly good. Either that or her undergarments were constructed to make them look good. He’d debated this point with himself when he met her the other day. Whatever the truth of the matter, Westcott had no business drooling over them.

			The part of him Radford kept tightly confined was developing a fantasy of pitching his friend and colleague out of the window.

			Thrusting the mental image aside, he said, “Does the phrase ‘needle in a haystack’ signify anything to your ladyship?”

			“Let me think,” she said. She screwed up her mouth and eyes in an exaggerated effort of thinking. He remembered the little girl learning to say Heptaplasiesoptron.

			“Yes,” she said. “Yes, it does, shockingly enough.”

			“Good,” he said. “Because—­”

			“Fenwick assured me you’d know how to find Toby if anybody would. And you’ve made a name for yourself as an advocate for pauper children.”

			“I suspect that’s because advocating for paupers, being unusual to the point of bizarre, makes sensational headlines,” he said. “In fact, mainly I appear in court for very boring cases: poisonings and burglaries and assault and libel and such.” Few of these cases attracted the more respectable newspapers’ attention. The rare cases that did tended to focus on plaintiff, accused, and lurid witness statements, not boring lawyers. Until recently.

			“But the Grumley case—­”

			“Ah, yes, the sensational one,” he said. “Which demands my full attention at present. I promise you, the judge will not give me a leave of absence to hunt down this boy, even had I any hope of finding him, with a year to do it in.”

			An emotion flickered in her eyes, but even he, usually so perceptive of the subtlest facial cues, couldn’t decide whether she was disappointed or . . . relieved?

			Not that it mattered in the least.

			“Yes, of course,” she said. “I’ve read about the Grumley horror. I should have realized . . . How silly of me. You have your work cut out for you there. In that case, perhaps you can advise me how to proceed.”

			“I strongly recommend you leave it alone,” he said. “These sorts of things never turn out—­” He broke off because her chin went up another notch and her posture stiffened, and he was forcibly reminded of the girl who’d kicked her brother in the ankle.

			“But how silly of me,” he said. “You’re not going to leave it alone.”

			“No.”

			He looked to Westcott. No help at all. Had the dome of St. Paul’s slid off and onto his head, he could not have looked more stupidly oblivious. You’d think he’d never seen an attractive woman before.

			Admittedly she was more than usually attractive. But still.

			His other self had something to say on this point. Radford stifled him.

			“In that case,” he said, “I should recommend, firstly, that you read Sir John Wade’s Treatise on the Police and Crimes of the Metropolis.”

			“Mr. Radford,” she said.

			“You needn’t read the whole thing, but you might wish to skim at least the chapter dealing with juvenile delinquents,” he said. “Secondly, in the event Wade leaves you undaunted, I recommend you hire a member of the Metropolitan Police as a detective. I highly recommend Inspector Keeler.” A former Bow Street Runner, Keeler was, in Radford’s opinion, the best of the best: quiet, persistent, and a genius at blending into his surroundings, no matter what disguise he donned.

			Her head tipped slightly to one side, and she studied him with an expression that seemed to hover between patience and exasperation. He wasn’t quite sure. Along with maturity, her countenance seemed to have acquired a sort of screen or veil.

			“It seems I was misinformed,” she said. “I was told you were the cleverest man in London.”

			Westcott made a choked sound.

			“To my knowledge, you were not misinformed,” Radford said.

			She bit her lower lip, bringing the chipped tooth into sight for a tantalizing instant. “How odd,” she said. “Because I should have supposed that even a man with a very small brain and only the dimmest awareness of Society’s million unwritten rules would realize that I’m not in a position to engage detectives. Ladies, you see, Mr. Radford, are not permitted to hire professionals, except in a domestic capacity.”

			“Right,” he said. “I wonder how that slipped my mind. Perhaps it was your appearing here in cunning disguise. Most intrepid of you.”

			“I’m in disguise because ladies are not allowed to haunt the Temple in search of lawyers.”

			“But you do see how I might have thought otherwise,” he said. “Looking at you, I might suppose an upheaval in social mores had occurred while I was busy elsewhere, getting criminals hanged—­or not, as the case may be.”

			“Mores have not changed an iota from what they were in my mother’s time,” she said. “If anything, they’ve grown stricter. My grandmother—­but I digress, and I know your time is precious. You seek justice for five innocent children, a Herculean task. I apologize for taking you away from that worthy challenge for even a moment. If you have no useful advice for me, I’ll leave you to it.”

			“Might you offer a reward?” he said. “Or is that not allowed, either?”

			She gazed searchingly at him this time. She must be trying to read him. That would take some doing, since he wasn’t fully present, in a manner of speaking. He stood apart from himself as he always did—­or tried to do. Today he was having to work harder than usual at merely observing the proceedings.

			“Do you know nothing whatsoever about ladies and the rules they must live by?” she said.

			“Your ladyship would be amazed at how little he knows in that regard,” Westcott said. “Haven’t seen him much at Almack’s, have you? Never marked his presence at Court? A person would never guess his father was the Duke of Malvern’s heir presumptive—­”

			“As though that signified in the least,” Radford said sharply. “The beau monde and I are not well acquainted, for obvious reasons, I should think, they spending little time in criminal courts, and I being gainfully employed therein.”

			“Then I had better explain, lest the next lady you encounter decide you are deranged or brainless,” she said.

			“Do you suppose that’s of any consequence to me?” he said.

			“I should think a lady’s opinion of you would carry some weight were she considering your ser­vices to prosecute a villain,” she said. “Or, say, in a case of homicide, if she hoped to avoid the gallows.”

			“If you kill anybody, Lady Clara,” he said, “I shall be only too happy to offer my ser­vices.”

			“If I kill anybody,” she said, “I shall be far too discreetly ladylike about it to get caught. But I thank you for the offer.”

			He looked into her unusually attractive face and believed her. “May one ask—­”

			“One may not,” she said. “That would spoil the fun. In the meantime, I ought to point out to you that a nobleman’s daughter may not hire detectives or post rewards for missing children. If we were permitted to do such useful things, why, where would it stop? Why should we not hire detectives to help us find husbands? Or post rewards for same? I daresay we should have a better chance of finding our soul mates in that manner than you seem to think I shall have in finding Toby Coppy.”

			“I should think advertising would save a deal of bother,” he said. “All those nonsensical social rituals—­”

			“My lady, as my colleague has indicated, the chances of finding this boy are truly not at all good, especially in our present harassed circumstances,” Westcott said.

			Radford looked at him. Westcott made the small, quick gesture of cutting his throat, meaning don’t. Now he signaled? Just when the conversation finally took an educational and entertaining turn?

			“Even if our docket were not full,” the solicitor went on, “we should not advise attempting it. In our experience—­”

			“However,” Radford cut in before his fool friend could launch into the gory particulars, “in the event your efforts, with or without a detective, prove futile, you’re welcome to return to us. When the boy is arrested, that is. Then we might be of real use.”

			The odds were strongly against Toby Coppy’s staying alive long enough to get arrested, but she seemed to have some noble notion of Saving Him, and Radford recognized fatal obstinacy when he saw it.

			She studied him for a time, in the way she’d done before.

			Nothing in the searching blue gaze told him she remembered him from that long-­ago time.

			And why, pray, should she? A lifetime had passed since then. They’d spent together perhaps an hour in total. She’d been a child and he’d been merely one of her brother’s many schoolmates. She’d seen him only the once. Radfords were common enough in England—­or had been. Very likely, she hadn’t even known his name. Longmore never called him anything but “Professor.” Except for that hour, Radford and she had lived worlds apart. Even when she was in London with the rest of Fashionable Society, she might as well live on the moon.

			Not to mention that even he, with his famous memory and exceptional powers of observation, wouldn’t have known her if he hadn’t had a glimpse of her tooth. The one she’d chipped trying to save him from his idiot cousin.

			She said, “Thank you, Mr. Radford, I’ll bear that offer in mind as well.”

			“We do greatly regret that we can’t offer your ladyship more help,” Westcott said.

			Of course he regretted. He couldn’t get enough of gawking at her.

			She gave a little wave. “I quite understand. My foolish mistake.” She started for the door, and Westcott hurried to open it. She paused there and smiled, and a ray of light seemed to brighten the somber room. “Well, then, no injuries, gentlemen?” she said. “No swooning? No tears? Excellent. Good day, Mr. Westcott.”

			“Good day, my lady.”

			“Good day . . . Professor,” she said. She gave a little laugh, and left.

			Professor?

			“Professor?” Westcott said.

			Radford was staring at the closed door.

			He started toward it, then stopped.

			“What did she mean?” Westcott said. “About the injuries and swooning? That sounded like you.”

			“It was me.” Radford brought his attention back—­from Vauxhall and wherever else it had wandered to—­to his friend. “The other day in Charing Cross, when Freame tried to run me down, the lady stepped in the way. Even he could see she was quality. Murdering annoying barristers is one thing, but an aristocratic female is an altogether different article. He swerved away, no doubt cursing vehemently, and plotting future violence.”

			Radford had been instrumental in sending six of Freame’s favorite minions to permanent residence in penal colonies and two to eternity.

			“Freame tried to kill you again?” Westcott said. “And you did not see fit to mention it to me? Attempted murder?”

			“Good luck proving he aimed for me.” Radford faced a more difficult problem of proof in the Grumley case, one the defense was taking full advantage of, with the lackwit judge’s eager assistance.

			“You did not see fit to mention the lady, either, I notice,” Westcott said.

			“The incident did not strike me as important.”

			Westcott’s eyes widened.

			“Had she been injured, naturally, I should have had him taken up,” Radford said. “The swine killed a cur on its last legs, but the world regards stray mongrels as a nuisance. Scavengers collected it in no time, and the excitement was soon over. The lady and I did not introduce ourselves. She went her way and I went mine.”

			Westcott gave him one of his looks. It wasn’t altogether unlike Lady Clara’s—­the one of mingled exasperation and patience and perhaps, yes, there was an element of wonder in it, too. On Lady Clara’s face, however, the expression was more arresting.

			Of course, he was used to Westcott.

			And she was prettier. By a factor of six hundred.

			“At first, she seemed surprised to see you,” Westcott said.

			“She came to see us,” Radford said. “Why should she associate the fellow in Trafalgar Square with the pedant who wastes the court’s time with tiresome pauper children? But it happened only the other day. Small wonder she remembered. Clearly it amused her to quote my own words back to me.”

			“I should like to know how anyone who’d met you would forget,” Westcott said. “Unless you kept silent, which I am certain is a physical impossibility. And Professor?” Westcott’s eyebrows rose in a most annoying manner.

			“A nickname her eldest brother gave me when we were at Eton. She must have put two and two together and concluded I was the Radford he and Clevedon called Professor.”

			He’d been positive she hadn’t remembered him from Vauxhall. He was deeply, painfully curious how she’d worked it out and how she’d contrived to do so without offering the smallest clue she was doing it.

			A most intriguing veil or screen.

			He couldn’t remember encountering such outside the criminal classes, and
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