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			Chapter 1

			Though London presents itself to the world as the apotheosis of all that is moral and upstanding, it might shock our readers to learn that the appearance of virtue can be a very clever disguise. It is the opinion of this humble periodical that wickedness and deception are far more common than our readers may apprehend. Thus the necessity of this most respectful scrap of writing—­that we may, through the revelation of the scandalous activities of our Town, provide necessary guidance. But leading a life of probity may be difficult, especially when presented with temptation . . .

			The Hawk’s Eye, May 2, 1816 

			London, 1816

			A man rich in wealth and scandal walked into Eleanor Hawke’s office.

			Eleanor was no stranger to scandal. Anything immoral, disreputable, shocking, or titillating made its way into the pages of her newspaper—­particularly if it involved the wealthy and elite of London Society. She detailed all of it for her thrice-­weekly publication, The Hawk’s Eye. Nobody wanted to read about ordinary shopkeeper Mr. Jones who might or might not be spending time with the humdrum widow Mrs. Smith.

			No, The Hawk’s Eye sold strictly on the basis of its publishing the latest scandalous doings of Lord This and Lady That. All, of course, under the pretense of decrying the lack of morals in this fair city, and that publishing these lurid activities served as object lessons to the young and impressionable.

			And it was Eleanor’s job as owner and publisher to see to the moral education of London.

			Which was utter rubbish, naturally.

			But scandal put bread on her table and kept the rain off her head, and she readily immersed herself in it—­the spirit of free enterprise, and all that.

			Still, when Daniel Balfour, the Earl of Ashford himself, walked into the offices of The Hawk’s Eye on a Wednesday afternoon, blocking the gray light as the door opened and closed, it was both shocking and inevitable that he should do so. Unsurprisingly, he clenched several copies of her paper in his hand.

			Lord Ashford marched through the cramped warren of rooms, and writers, bent over their desks, lifted their heads to watch in openmouthed amazement as he passed. Eleanor’s private office lay at the end of the corridor, giving her an ample view of the scene as it played out before her.

			The earl stopped in front of Harry Welker’s desk. The young writer stared up at Lord Ashford, the men separated not just by the expanse of battered oak but by circumstance and birth as well.

			“H-­how might I help you, my lord?” Harry asked, his voice cracking.

			“Tell me where Mister E. Hawke is.” Lord Ashford had a deep voice, rounded by generations of excellent breeding and noblesse oblige.

			“Mister Hawke, my lord?” There was patent confusion in the young man’s voice.

			Lord Ashford pointed to one of the papers he carried. “It says here that The Hawk’s Eye is owned and published by one E. Hawke. Where will I find him?”

			“Nowhere, my lord,” Harry answered. “There’s no Mister Hawke here.”

			The earl scowled, clearly not used to being denied. “This scurrilous rag cannot publish itself.”

			“It doesn’t,” Eleanor announced, setting aside her quill and standing. “If you’re looking for Miss Eleanor Hawke, I’m right over here.”

			Lord Ashford looked directly at her, and for the first time, she had a sense of what a rabbit might feel like when sighted by a wolf. But she wasn’t the only one at a disadvantage. The earl couldn’t hide the shock in his expression when he discovered that the publisher and owner of the paper was, in truth, a woman—­which gave her a small measure of gratification.

			He turned from Harry without another word and walked straight toward her. And she could only stand, pinned by his gaze, as he approached.

			The closer he got, the more she realized how dangerous the earl was. Perhaps not in the traditional sense—­though she’d heard and written about the duels he’d fought and won—­but certainly in the realm of masculine allure. Her few times seeing him had been from a distance: the theater, the races, at a public assembly. She knew him by sight, but he didn’t know her, and they’d never met. And in those instances, her vision had been good enough to recognize that he was a fine specimen, well-­formed, handsome—­everything a rich and notorious nobleman should be.

			But Lord Ashford up close was rather . . . appalling. It didn’t seem right that a man so blessed by fortune and title should also be so attractive.

			His dark brown hair was fashionably cut and artfully tousled, as if he’d recently risen from a lover’s bed. Given his reputation, that was most likely possible. He had a broad forehead, a coin-­clean jawline, thick brows, and eyes that, even with yards between her and him, stunned her with their blue clarity. Naturally, he had a mouth that looked very adept at kissing and . . . other things.

			He moved with a long-­limbed ease that betrayed his skill as a sportsman. His ink-­blue coat fit the broad width of his shoulders, and his cream waistcoat, embroidered in gold, defined the shape of his torso—­his tailor on Jermyn Street produced excellent work. Snug doeskin breeches were tucked into polished Hessians that came from Bond Street.

			Truly, he was quite alarming.

			“Miss Hawke?” he asked sharply, coming to stand in front of her paper-­cluttered desk. “I wasn’t expecting a female.”

			“Neither were my parents,” she answered, sitting, “but they learned to adapt. How might I help you, my lord?”

			Though she felt an obligation to ask the question, she braced herself for what was sure to be a scorching lecture.

			He removed his hat and set it aside. Then he held up an issue of The Hawk’s Eye and began to read.

			“ ‘Lord A—­d, a figure well-­known to our assiduous and genteel readers, was lately seen in the company of a certain Mrs. F—­e, whose late husband made his considerable fortune through the manufacture and sale of a woman’s garment we blush to mention in these virtuous pages.’ ” He tossed one of the issues to the ground. “Wrong.”

			“You cannot deny—­”

			But he wasn’t done. Holding up another issue of the paper, he read again. “ ‘It may or may not stun our honorable readers to learn that the notorious Lord A—­d has not amended his ways following the duel over Lady L., from Y—­shire, and has been espied with another married lady of questionable character, at the late-­night revels hosted by the equally rakish Mr. S—­n. Yet it was noted by our keen-­eyed intelligence that this married lady was not the only female vying for the earl’s favors.’ ” This paper he also cast to the floor. “Wrong.”

			She herself had written those pieces, and while they weren’t matchless examples of English prose, she was still rather proud of them, as she was of all her labors. To have her hard work thrown to the ground like so much garbage was rankling.

			“I assure you, my lord,” she said bitingly, “The Hawk’s Eye strives for the greatest of accuracy.” She had a network of sources, which she used regularly to provide information. Many members of the aristocracy were in dire need of funds, and they gladly turned on each other in order to maintain the pretense of effortless wealth. Eleanor always paid her informants to keep them returning.

			Whether or not they lied to her just to collect payment wasn’t her concern, but she always preferred it if she could validate their statements. Sometimes that meant going out and conducting a few investigations. But she was a very busy woman—­writing articles, editing countless others, managing the paper’s finances—­and didn’t always have the time.

			She had to earn a living, after all. And men like the earl didn’t.

			Continuing, she said, “That’s exceptionally conceited of you, my lord, to assume that you are Lord A—­d.” Leaning back in her chair, she gave a thin smile. “I could be writing about Lord Archland. Or perhaps Lord Admond.”

			“Lord Archland hasn’t left his country estate in a decade,” the earl answered, “and Lord Admond’s days of scandal happened when red heels and powdered wigs were in fashion. The man written about is undoubtedly, nauseatingly, me.”

			So much for that defense. “Oh, but you’re far from nauseating, my lord. In fact, you’re enthralling—­to my readers,” she hastened to add.

			Lord Ashford shook his head. “It amazes me that the citizens of London have such paltry lives that they’d care a groat what I did.”

			“The provinces, too,” she added. “I have a thousand subscribers throughout the country.”

			He threw up his hands. “Ah, that improves the situation immeasurably. I cannot fathom what my concern was.”

			“As my paper states,” she said, “you are London’s most notorious rake. Of course ­people care what you do.”

			He crossed his arms over his chest, a movement that emphasized that the width of his shoulders didn’t come from the work of a tailor’s artful needle.

			“One might think that your readers would be far more interested in the food shortages that have resulted from recent crop failures,” he fired back. “Or perhaps they might be intrigued by the East Indian volcanic explosion. Maybe, just maybe, they’d be concerned with Argentina declaring its independence from Spain. Did none of that ever cross your mind, Miss Hawke, rather than reporting spurious gossip about a figure as inconsequential as myself?”

			Though she was momentarily shocked that a man as infamously dissolute as Lord Ashford would be so well informed, she quickly recovered.

			“I’d hardly call you inconsequential, my lord,” she countered. “Your family name goes back to the time of Queen Elizabeth. If memory serves, your ancestor Thomas Balfour won himself an earldom as a privateer to the queen—­though others merely called him a pirate with a government charter. It seems as though scandal runs in your blood. How could the public not be fascinated?”

			It was his turn to look surprised. He likely didn’t expect her to be so knowledgeable of his ancestry. But Eleanor was nothing if not thorough. She had Debrett’s memorized the way others knew their Bible verses.

			“Because I am merely one man,” he answered. “Granted, a man with a somewhat extensive wardrobe—­”

			Of mistresses, she silently added.

			“But hardly worth page after page of precious paper and ink,” he concluded.

			“You belong to a gentleman’s club, do you not?” she asked pointedly. “White’s, if memory serves. And what do you do there?”

			“Drink.”

			“You appear quite sober now,” she said, “and you always take your luncheon there. Given the hour, you likely were at White’s, then came here. As I cannot smell the reek of alcohol on your breath or person, I highly doubt that drinking is the only activity in which you engage at your club.”

			“Ah, you have me figured out. In fact,” he said, lowering his voice conspiratorially, “I spend most of my time there plotting how to live off the blood of the lower classes.”

			“I strongly suspect that if that had been your ambition, I and my commoner brethren would be drained dry by now.”

			“Perhaps I need to strengthen my motivation,” he replied. “You’re doing a rather bang-­up job of it.”

			“What a proud day for me,” she said. “To have driven an earl toward thoughts of vampirism. But come now, you’re being deliberately obtuse. What else—­besides imbibe and plot the agony of the lesser classes—­do you do at your club?”

			“Read the newspaper,” he answered.

			Ah! Finally. “And for those gentlemen who haven’t the connections or wealth to be members of a club, there are always the coffee houses. They stock newspapers for their customers, too.”

			“Perhaps it’s time to get a quill sharpener,” he said acidly, “because I fail to see your point.”

			She came around her desk and leaned against it, so that a distance of only a few feet separated them. “My point, Lord Ashford, is that there are countless sources for the news you cited. Most of their offices can be found within a quarter mile of here. Those papers are for news. But The Hawk’s Eye provides something that the Times and other papers do not.”

			“Paper for lining birdcages,” he said.

			“Moral guidance.”

			He gave one single, harsh laugh. “I ought to fetch the attendants from Bedlam, because you’re clearly in the grips of a powerful delusion. Like our own dear monarch, God save him. Shall I bring you a mitre and crook and declare you pope?”

			She pressed her lips together. This wasn’t the first time she’d come under attack for her paper’s practices, but seldom by someone as articulate and intelligent as the earl. It didn’t help that he had a most distracting physical appearance. How could a man possess such a pair of spectacularly blue eyes? Like the glint of sapphires washed in autumn sunlight.

			“It’s right here beneath the paper’s name,” she said, picking up an issue lying on her desk. “Consilium per stadium. ‘Guidance through observation.’ If you led a more moral life, you wouldn’t appear in my paper at all.”

			He looked at her with patent disbelief. “What unbounded cheek, for you to judge me. You, who profit from feeding on carrion, like some quill-­wielding hyena.”

			Eleanor considered herself someone with a thick skin and a decent amount of composure, but for some reason, the earl’s words struck her with a strange sensation she hadn’t experienced in a long while. If she had to guess, it was a mixture of pain and . . . shame.

			She quickly shook the feeling off. Shame was for those who could afford it. And she couldn’t.

			“I don’t judge,” she fired back, “only report the facts as I know them.”

			He snorted. “They aren’t facts. Just half-­truths buried in terrible prose.”

			“My writing is not terrible,” she muttered. “Have you read the Examiner lately? That is some execrable hack work.”

			“And yet here I stand,” he said flatly, “in your office.”

			“So you do. But, my lord, you may rail and complain and whine like a petulant child—­”

			He sputtered.

			“—­but you’re a public figure. As such, that makes you fair game. The rest of the world lead fairly dull lives. We get up—­”

			“As do I.”

			“Eat our breakfasts.”

			“I do the same.”

			“Go to work.”

			Here, he was silent.

			She continued, “Most of us cannot afford to go to the theater or gaming hells or have the social connections to attend private assemblies. But you can, and you do. You are what we all aspire to be, my lord.”

			He laughed ruefully. “Perhaps you and your readers ought to set your sights higher. There are ­people of, how would you put it, far greater moral character worth mirroring.”

			“Maybe so,” she answered candidly. “I can list dozens of men and women, all of greater purpose and ambition than yourself, that I would much rather see held up as an example to emulate. Teachers or philanthropists.”

			He looked insulted. “I donate generously to orphanages and veterans’ assistance organizations right here in London.”

			“Do you?” She should make a note of that later. None of her sources had ever uncovered that aspect of the earl’s life, but it would make for a surprising and rather delicious counterpoint to his rakish public behavior. It also spoke well of Lord Ashford that he did not attempt to make public his charitable endeavors. But it was rather easier to do her job if she didn’t think too highly of him.

			“Regardless of the content of your character, my lord,” she went on, “you live a life only a minute fraction can ever hope to attain. As such, that makes you an object of fascination. And the truth of it is, you cannot stop me or anyone on my staff from writing about you.”

			“A miserable fact of which I’m well aware,” he answered.

			She strode back around her desk. “Then I believe we’ve said all we can to one another, delightful as this exchange has been. Good day, my lord.” She started to sit. “I’m rather busy, but I can have Harry show you to the door if you require.”

			But Lord Ashford didn’t move. Stood exactly where he was, with his arms still folded over his chest. “If you are going to use me as your subject, the least you can do is proper research.”

			She hovered over her chair. “Forgive me for not being Cambridge-­educated, but I’m not certain what you are suggesting.”

			Unfolding his arms, he braced his hands on the edge of her desk, leaning slightly forward. Despite the expanse of the desk separating them, she felt compelled to lean away.

			“What I am suggesting, Miss Hawke,” he murmured, “is that you accompany me. Day and night. That way, you can see exactly what I do with my time. You see,” he continued, a slow smile unfolding, “I don’t want you to stop writing about me at all. I want you to get it right.”

			Daniel still hadn’t quite recovered from his shock at learning that E. Hawke was, in fact, Eleanor Hawke. She also wasn’t the sort of slattern he might expect in this Grub Street milieu. Miss Hawke resembled a prosperous shopkeeper’s wife—­granted, a pretty shopkeeper’s wife, with her wheat-­blonde hair, bright hazel eyes, strong but feminine features, and nicely curved figure. She looked to be about his age of thirty-­two years, as would befit someone who owned and operated their own business.

			A female in a field almost entirely dominated by males. If there were any other women in her line of work, he’d never heard of them. She must have inherited the paper from some male relative—­a father or husband, perhaps. Maybe a deceased husband. Certainly she hadn’t founded the periodical herself.

			Still, here she was, surprising in her respectability. She wore a modest peach-­colored dress, and her hair was neatly pinned back. The only sign she worked for a living was the ink staining her fingers.

			He hadn’t counted on a woman being E. Hawke. But it was actually perfect. His suggestion would be all the more enticing to her. A journalist and a woman were the two most inquisitive creatures on earth. Combine them, and only a cat could rival her for curiosity.

			He’d turn her attention away from the activities that had been consuming him these past two weeks and distract her from his true purpose. While he had her gaze focused elsewhere, he could continue on with his true goal—­finding Jonathan.

			His proposition clearly intrigued Miss Hawke. She continued to hover over her chair.

			Despite her interest, she asked suspiciously, “Why would you want me to write about you?”

			“As you said,” he explained, “I cannot stop you from penning these absurd articles about my life. And if I can’t stop you, the very least you can do is be accurate. What better way than to have you come with me each day and night and record my activities? Unless you don’t feel up to the task of late-­night revelry and observing firsthand how the elite of Society fill their wicked hours.”

			This was most assuredly not the truth. But he wasn’t about to explain that Jonathan Lawson, his closest friend since childhood, had been missing for nearly a month. The situation was even more dire, because soon after Jonathan’s disappearance, his elder brother had died. Now Jonathan was the heir to one of England’s oldest and most esteemed dukedoms—­and no one could find him. Before his disappearance, he’d been seen with low, rough company. Men who slunk around the alleys of the East End and lived like rats. If the truth ever got out about Jonathan’s vanishing—­especially in the newspapers—­the family could be utterly ruined.

			But Daniel, as Miss Hawke had so thoroughly argued, was a public figure. She documented his every movement. He had to turn her shrewd gaze away from the hunt for Jonathan. Providing specifically engineered distractions was exactly the strategy that was needed. So he’d open himself up to her scrutiny—­because he owed it to Jonathan. A minor inconvenience was nothing compared to the failure to honor the unspoken promises of friendship.

			And Daniel had failed Jonathan’s friendship spectacularly.

			Miss Hawke dropped into her chair, swiveling the seat back and forth as she mulled over his offer. Her brow furrowed, and she steepled her fingers, pressing them to her bottom lip. Were he a painter—­which he assuredly was not—­he’d paint the scene and title it Study in Wary Contemplation.

			Finally, the swiveling of her chair stopped, and she faced him. “I don’t trust you,” she stated baldly.

			No one except Jonathan and his friend Marwood spoke to him so candidly. Yet Miss Hawke addressed him as if she had every right to be so blunt. As though they were equals. On every level.

			He waited to feel a hot wave of outrage or anger. None came. It was . . . refreshing. To be talked to like he was . . . himself. Not the Earl of Ashford, a nobleman that required flattery or coddling or toadying deference. But an ordinary man.

			“Why should you?” he answered frankly.

			His own candor seemed to catch her by surprise, which felt like a small victory. She wasn’t the only one capable of shocking someone.

			“I’ve no reason to,” she replied. “We’ve clearly established ourselves at cross purposes. You’ve already observed two salient facts about me. I’m the owner of this enterprise. And I’m a woman.”

			“Both facts have been noted by me, yes.” The unfortunate truth was that had he seen Miss Hawke on the other side of a ballroom, he would have sought to claim a dance—­if not more. She was distractingly attractive. Worldly, clever. Slim and curved. But his intent was too important to let something like her prettiness throw him off his course.

			She couldn’t know his motivations for being here, or what prompted him to offer up such an outrageous proposition. And if she rejected his offer . . . No, she had to accept. The reputation of an influential family depended on it. Even more important, Jonathan’s life lay on the line.

			Miss Hawke continued, “Neither condition has inclined me to have faith in others, particularly men.”

			That caught his attention.

			Before he could press her on that interesting admission, she continued, “And yet . . .” She steepled her fingers together again. “I’d be a fool to refuse your proposition. After all, what’s to stop you from going to one of my competitors with the same offer?”

			He didn’t mention that none of the other scandal sheets reported on him as regularly and with such underlying glee as The Hawk’s Eye.

			“Nothing,” he said. “Only my own inclination.”

			Her brow still lowered in thought, she stood and began to pace the length of her office—­which wasn’t very far, so she caromed back and forth like a snooker ball.

			“We could make it a regular feature,” she murmured, mostly to herself. “Advertise it in upcoming issues leading up to the series. Drive up sales. And we’ll call it . . . we can call it . . .”

			“The Adventures of Lord A.,” he suggested.

			She threw him an exasperated look, as if disappointed with his efforts. “Not nearly titillating enough.”

			“Forgive me if I’m not familiar with the ways of lurid prose.”

			“You’ll never make it as a journalist,” she fired back.

			“Thank the heavens,” he replied.

			As she paced her tiny office, she continually brushed past him. He caught her scent of ink, oil from printing presses, and cinnamon. Daniel had no desire to press himself into the corner like a frightened dog, so he remained where he stood, despite the disconcerting proximity of Miss Hawke.

			Suddenly, she stopped, and her face lit up. Inspiration had struck, and it turned her from pretty to extraordinary in an instant.

			“To Ride with a Rake,” she pronounced.

			He winced. Of all the names he’d been called in his life—­“rogue,” “prodigal,” “libertine”—­rake had always been one of his least favorite. It implied a certain leering, cheap smuttiness. “We don’t need to use that word.”

			“Oh, but we do,” she answered, face shining. “Other than the word duke, nothing intrigues potential readers more than rake. You do want ­people to read the columns, don’t you?”

			Given his preferences, his natural inclination was to say no. But these were extraordinary circumstances, and he needed as many eyes fixed on his activities as possible. “Yes,” he said through gritted teeth.

			She beamed at him. “Excellent. To Ride with a Rake it shall be.”

			A sudden thought bloomed in his mind. “My exceptionally keen powers of observation have noted that you are, in fact, female. Keeping company with me will harm your reputation.”

			Her laugh was husky, honey over polished stones. “I’m a writer, my lord. I have no reputation.”

			Most of the women of his acquaintance guarded their names assiduously, fearfully. They lived in a world where a woman’s social standing meant everything. But this strange Miss Hawke seemed to dwell in a fringe realm, unconcerned about what anyone thought about her. As if she were a man. Or, at the least, a man’s equal.

			How very intriguing.

			“Then we’re agreed, my lord?” she pressed. “I’m to accompany you on your sundry activities, and write about them for The Hawk’s Eye?”

			This was it. His last chance before throwing wide the doors of his life and making himself the object of public examination. He’d been scrutinized before, but never to the extent that he proposed now. The very thought made his chest tighten and his fists clench, ready to defend himself and his privacy. Gentlemen never did anything for notoriety’s sake. They were discreet, elegant, reserved.

			There was nothing discreet, elegant, or reserved about appearing like a circus attraction in the pages of Miss Hawke’s scandal sheet. Yet he had to. For Jonathan’s family. More importantly, for Jonathan himself.

			“We’re agreed,” he said.

			She stuck out her hand. Offering it to shake. He stared at it for a moment. Ladies didn’t shake hands—­they presented them to be bowed over, or else the women curtsied. But here was more proof that Miss Hawke was unlike any other female he’d ever known.

			His handshake was his bond. This final gesture would seal his fate.

			Finally, he took her hand in his. He still wore his gloves, but through the delicate kidskin he could feel calluses lining her fingers—­she worked for a living. Her hand was warm, too, even through the thin leather of his gloves. A tropic current pulsed through him. What would it feel like to have their bare palms press against each other, skin to skin? He’d known the feel of many women, but none like her.

			She gazed down at their joined hands, a faint frown nestled between her eyebrows. As if trying to puzzle out an enigma.

			He’d have to be on his guard around her. She was the kind of person who would never give up on a mystery until every aspect of it was uncovered. If she unearthed his true motive for this proposition, the consequences would be ruinous.

			Abruptly, she broke the grip between them. Her hand pressed against her skirts. She cleared her throat. “We should fix a schedule. When shall we begin?”

			“As soon as possible.”

			She narrowed her eyes. “In a hurry, my lord?”

			Using years of a nobleman’s training, he made his voice smooth and unaffected. “Don’t want to keep your readers in the dark for too long.” Which wasn’t an answer, but he wasn’t about to give her one.

			“Tomorrow will suffice,” she answered, “if that suits you.”

			“It does,” he answered. “I’d been planning on spending our evening at Donnegan’s.”

			“I’m not familiar with it.”

			“This gaming hell isn’t exactly sanctioned.”

			“A gaming hell.” She practically bounced on her feet in eagerness, then stilled. “Do they allow women?”

			“No—­so I might have to come up with a new plan.” All this time, he’d been planning that E. Hawke was a man.

			“I can get my hands on some masculine attire,” she said. “A disguise.” Far from looking daunted by the prospect of wearing men’s clothing and infiltrating a haven of male vice, Miss Hawke looked as excited as a child given free rein in a toy shop. A very immoral toy shop.

			“How?”

			“I have friends in the theater,” she answered.

			“Naturally—­one employment of disrepute gravitates toward another.”

			“And yet titled men lead lives of such incomparable virtue.”

			“We are fond of the theater,” he said drily. “Feeds our appetite for dissipation.”

			“Well, my dissipated friends at the Imperial Theater will give me access to their costumes and wigs.”

			He lifted his brows. “The Imperial. They’re known for their rather . . . unconventional theatrical offerings.” His friend Marwood almost never missed a night at the Imperial. Marwood especially loved the burlettas of Mrs. Delamere, which inevitably skewered the upper classes.

			Miss Hawke’s quick, wide smile caught him between the ribs. “When one doesn’t have a patent, one has to be a bit inventive in order to bring in patrons.”

			He set his hat on his head. “Tomorrow night, then. I’ll pick you up at the Imperial.”

			“Tomorrow night.”

			After a pause, he turned and left, all the while aware of her gaze on his back as he strode from the office.

			He’d no choice—­this had to be done. He’d have to see this through, whatever it might bring. Yet he couldn’t forget the feel of her hand in his. Slim and warm and strong. As he stepped out onto the street, where his carriage waited for him, a thought whispered that he’d just agreed to a bargain with a very pretty devil.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			For all our era’s claims to probity and integrity—­some of which are true—­it may shock and appall this paper’s virtuous readers to learn that there is a high degree of insincerity, nay, outright concealment, that lurks beneath the surface of our society. Those who represent themselves as a certain thing often prove entirely different beneath the surface. Or else they wear disguises of one form or another, all to obscure purposes at which this modest publication can only guess . . .

			The Hawk’s Eye, May 4, 1816 

			As Eleanor entered through the side door of the Imperial Theater late the following afternoon, she found everything in the usual state of colorful, barely organized chaos. Kingston, the stage manager, ran hither and yon, clutching his ever-­present sheaf of documents and shouting at anyone and anything that crossed his path. Rehearsals were inevitably pandemonium. Costumed dancers wafted off the stage, complaining in the foulest language about the choreographer’s impossible demands. There were only so many joints in the human leg, after all. As the dancers left the stage, they were replaced by a comedic duo in loud trousers and waistcoats, clearly hoping that if their jests didn’t amuse the audience, their outrageous outfits might.

			The air smelled thickly of lamp oil, sweat, and greasepaint. Chatter and music filled the air. Eleanor stopped in the wings and took a deep breath. Ah, these were her ­people. She’d lived her whole life on the very fringes of respectability, rubbing elbows with theater folk, musicians, writers, confidence artists, and the generally disreputable. It was her other self—­publisher, businesswoman—­that sometimes felt more unfamiliar.

			A world apart from Lord Ashford.

			As she stood in the wings, watching the comedic duo torture puns, a dark-­haired woman crossed her path, then stopped.

			“Here to murder one of my plays, Eleanor?” She planted her hands on her hips.

			“You manage that all on your own, Maggie,” Eleanor answered.

			Maggie drew her arm through Eleanor’s. They slowly ambled through the anarchy backstage. “Did you see the review for Love’s Revolution in the Times? ‘It is the humble opinion of this reviewer that Mrs. Margaret Delamere’s latest theatrical opus, while adequately entertaining, suffers from a surfeit of radical sensibility. Once again she challenges our notion that the social orders should remain distinct, a notion that could lead to a revolt not unlike what transpired in France. I can only imagine that such naiveté must be a result of her gender.’ ”

			“How dare you challenge hundreds of years of rigidly enforced hierarchy, madam!” Eleanor said haughtily. “Surely you must remain content with your lot, particularly as a woman.”

			“Indeed, I should.” Maggie sighed. “Or tell ’em all to go to blazes and just keep writing what I want to write.”

			Both women chuckled. The life of a writer was never one of ease and accolade—­or money—­but both Eleanor and Maggie had, from birth, been marked by the same curse. Womanhood. It was nigh impossible for their work to be judged of the same value as their male compatriots’. Or, worse, they would be shoved into writing about “proper” and “domestic” topics such as babies and other homespun dramas—­things that interested neither Maggie nor Eleanor.

			But Maggie was brave and published her work under her own name, rather than using a masculine pseudonym. Eleanor hid behind her first initial, never outright claiming her gender or refuting it, either.

			Because the Imperial did not have a royal patent, like Drury Lane or Covent Garden, it could not perform anything that was strictly spoken word. Few theaters could compete with this two-­sided monopoly. But the Imperial had gotten around this proviso by having music accompany every piece they put on. The works were a cross between operas and plays—­known as “burlettas”—­and often addressed subject matter that other theaters wouldn’t dare touch.

			Maggie had found a home here for her writing because Drury Lane and Covent Garden—­and the Haymarket during the summer—­hardly ever put on original plays. Yet due to the Imperial’s outsider status, Maggie had been welcomed. She and her iconoclastic work were the star attractions.

			“Oughtn’t you be back at the office, stringing up another aristo on the pillory of public opinion?” Maggie asked as they continued to stroll around clumps of actors and dancers.

			“You’re mixing your metaphors,” Eleanor noted. “And it’s one aristo in particular who brings me here.” As quickly as she could, she told her friend all about the arrangement she and Lord Ashford had made.

			“The Lord Ashford?” Maggie pressed. “The selfsame one who caused two actresses here to get into a full-­out brawl, hair-­pulling and biting included?”

			“The same,” Eleanor answered, filing the idea away. She’d need to see if The Hawk’s Eye had reported that little incident. If not, they were surely remiss in their duties.

			“I’ve seen him sitting in the boxes.” Maggie pointed out into the theater, where the boxes reserved for the wealthy arrayed themselves like red velvet jewelry cases. During performances, the occupants would be displayed like a veritable treasury of silk, satin, and gems. “Always surrounded by a cadre of toadies. And women, of course. He’s got one of those faces I call a corset-­tightener. You look at him, and suddenly air becomes a little more scarce.”

			“To me,” Eleanor said, “he’s nothing more than a means to sell more papers.”

			“Methinks the lady doth protest too much,” Maggie murmured. “You know my history with aristo rakes. They’re as trustworthy as boats made of paper.”

			“At least I know how to swim.” It was a shame she and Maggie saw each other as infrequently as they did. But between Eleanor’s deadlines and Maggie hammering away at a new play, their schedules seldom aligned.

			“If your arrangement with Lord Ashford begins tonight,” Maggie pondered, “what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at home, pretending not to dress up for him?”

			“I do need to dress for him,” Eleanor said, “but my ensemble involves buckskins and beaver hats, not décolletage and diadems.”

			Maggie excitedly pressed her hand to her mouth. “A breeches part! But this is too wonderful! Let me fetch Madame Hortense and Mr. Swindon. They will be beside themselves with glee—­we haven’t had a decent breeches part since my Countess’s Deception.”

			Her friend hurried off, and as she progressed through the theater, she grabbed anyone passing by to eagerly explain Eleanor’s upcoming transformation. Thrilled squeals rose up from the crowd—­theater ­people were always pleased to pull someone into their mad, idiosyncratic world, and the cast and crew at the Imperial were no exception. Soon, Eleanor found herself surrounded by nearly a dozen chattering figures, pulling her this way and that, deciding just what kind of man she’d be: dark, fair, dandy, rough. She felt like so much clay in the hands of countless giddy sculptors. Far at the back stood Maggie, laughing into her hand.

			What would Lord Ashford make of such a scene? Though he kept company with a good many actresses, he likely wasn’t as familiar with this aspect of theater life.

			Madame Hortense, the angular, middle-­aged woman in charge of makeup and wigs, and Mr. Swindon, the heavyset costumer, shoved their way to the front of the crowd. They both surveyed her critically.

			“So this is what a fish at Billingsgate feels like,” Eleanor mumbled.

			“Come with us.” Madame Hortense led Eleanor down several flights of stairs, with Mr. Swindon and a whole entourage trailing after them. At last they reached a dressing room, lined with mirrors and tables, costumes draped over every available surface.

			“Shoo, all of you!” Mr. Swindon waved his fingers at the crowd. Naturally, this command was met with a host of histrionic cries of despair.

			“Let Maggie stay,” Eleanor pressed. If she had to suffer under the eager hands of Madame Hortense and Mr. Swindon, she needed an ally nearby.

			“Very well,” sighed Mr. Swindon.

			Maggie squeezed her way through the crowded door and shut it behind her. More lamentations followed, muted by the closed door.

			Madame Hortense pushed Eleanor into a chair and smiled with calculation. “Now, it begins.”

			“God help me,” whispered Eleanor. The things she’d do for a story.

			There was no sense of peace like the peace one found at White’s. Daniel entered the gentleman’s club and was immediately met by a silent footman, who took his coat, hat, and gloves before fading discreetly away. A butler appeared, solemn as a high priest, and greeted him with muted reverence.

			“Is there anything I can fetch you, my lord?”

			“Brandy, and the latest issue of The Hawk’s Eye if you have it.”

			“I will have to check to see if we stock that particular . . . periodical. If not, I’ll send one of the footmen out to purchase a copy.”

			Daniel nodded and moved on to the main parlor. Large, comfortable leather chairs were like oysters, holding pearls of British aristocracy. In the heavy, prosperous quiet, men perused newspapers, each with a glass of spirits close at hand, or they murmured amongst themselves, discussing racehorses or the fate of the nation.

			Pausing at the doorway to the parlor, Daniel inhaled the scents of his birthright—­leather, furniture wax, tobacco. All familiar aromas, and comforting in their way. He’d been coming to White’s since he’d reached his majority, though he’d expressed an interest in Brooks’s, as its political leanings were more in keeping with his own Whig tendencies. His father, of course, had forbidden it. Now that his father had passed on, it was habit that kept Daniel coming back to White’s.

			Not just habit. He used to meet Jonathan here, where they’d talk of the events of the day, or sit in companionable silence, content to simply exist without pressures and demands and societal roles.

			Daniel kept returning, a strange hope always tugging at him that he’d walk in and one day simply find Jonathan in his favorite chair, looking well and free of the shadows of war. Every time, Daniel was disappointed. His friend was never there.

			Right now, a little calm before tonight’s storm would serve Daniel well. He had no idea exactly what this evening with Miss Hawke would bring. Oddly, whenever he thought of it, of her, a hum of excitement would pulse through him. When was the last time anything other than a night’s carousing truly excited him? There was his clandestine, crucial mission. Yet the eagerness he felt now seemed far different from that objective.

			He needed a drink. But before he took more than three steps into the main parlor, two young gentlemen hardly back from their Grand Tour appeared and clung to his side, like well-­dressed barnacles.

			“Ashford!” the blond one exclaimed. Lord George Medway, heir to the earldom of Newholm. “Missed you at the Lashams’ rout last night.”

			“It was deuced fun,” said the other young man. The Honorable Fred Willsby, second son of Viscount Swinhope. “Danced all night.”

			Daniel thought of the rows and rows of white-­clad girls, all eager for a dance and the possibility of any matrimonial intentions, and the sly-­eyed widows and wives, searching for a way to break up the monotony, and he felt very, very tired. It wasn’t the sort of evening that interested him. He’d once preferred wilder nights, but that had changed when Jonathan had disappeared. Now, everything felt thin, hollow.

			“I had another engagement,” he said distractedly.

			The two lads perked up. “Tell us, do,” pressed Medway.

			What the hell—­he had enough status to be honest. “I was ensconced in front of my own fire, reading about Herschel’s latest astronomical discoveries.”

			The two young men looked baffled. They exchanged glances, as if trying to confirm whether or not Daniel was having them on. After all, it was the height of the Season, certainly not the time to stay at home with a book when there were so many other pleasures to pursue.

			But after leaving Miss Eleanor Hawke’s office yesterday, Daniel had found himself oddly restless. Edgy. The thought of attending a ball, or the theater, or any of the countless other social gatherings—­both respectable and less so—­had felt strangely flat and shrill. He’d actually enjoyed his badinage with Miss Hawke yesterday, and the brief glimpse into another world. One far away from routs and assemblies. Odd—­before Jonathan’s vanishing, he’d always loved those things.

			Dedication and ambition had shone in Miss Hawke’s eyes—­things he seldom saw outside of Parliament. And of the females he knew, most were looking for husbands, protectors, or lovers. None of them was so extraordinary as to own and publish a newspaper.

			In his peculiar, dissatisfied mood, Daniel had rejected all potential amusements last night. Even Edinger, his butler, had been shocked to find him at home. Instead of going out after meeting with Miss Hawke, Daniel had indulged himself with his favorite pastime—­the scientific arts. And he’d found the night far more enjoyable than he’d expected.

			Did Miss Hawke care about the sciences? Or was she too involved in the world of scandal to take note of the planets or electricity?

			“But you’ll be at the Fallbrookes’ ball tonight, surely,” Willsby enjoined.

			“That’s tonight?” The Season was overstuffed with a surfeit of gatherings and entertainments, most engineered to match girls with potential suitors. He ought to employ a secretary to manage his social calendar, but he had a man of business as well as stewards for his estates. Hiring a man just to tell him what parties to attend seemed like a phenomenal waste of everyone’s time. “I have another engagement scheduled for this evening.”

			“What is it?” Medway asked eagerly. “Perhaps we might attend, as well.”

			“Alas, I already have company for the night.”

			“Company of the female variety, undoubtedly.” Medway grinned—­an attempt at ribaldry.

			“Of a sort,” Daniel answered distractedly. Was Miss Hawke at this very moment donning her masculine disguise? He smiled to himself. Her theatrical friends would have to work very hard indeed to turn her into a convincing man.

			“We could—­” Willsby began, but Daniel had long grown weary of these two pups. They were too young, too far from the real troubles of life.

			“I’ve got my newspaper and my brandy waiting, chaps. On occasion, one does have need of intellectual and spiritual stimulation.”

			“Of course,” the two young men agreed readily, unaware of Daniel’s disguised insult.

			He left them chattering, and proceeded to his favorite chair near the fire.

			Jonathan’s empty chair stood beside him, silent and accusatory.

			The moment he sat, the butler appeared with not only a glass of excellent brandy but also the most recent issue of The Hawk’s Eye, freshly ironed to keep the ink from staining his fingers.

			“Your . . . reading material . . . my lord.”

			Daniel took the paper and nodded his dismissal of the servant. The man evaporated like so much mist. Generally, Daniel only read The Hawk’s Eye when a friend pointed out mention of him in its pages, and then only to scoff at the—­generally—­inaccurate reporting of his activities. Though sometimes the scandal rag got it right, such as his arrangement with one of the theater’s latest ingénues last winter, or the substantial winnings he’d collected one night at a gaming hell.

			But today, with no mention of him at all, he permitted himself to give the paper an actual read. He prepared himself to be appalled at the quality of the writing—­hackneyed phrases, purple prose, shrill jokes.

			As he sipped his drink and read, surprise crept over him. He wasn’t a critic, not by any stretch, but this little paper . . . wasn’t so bad. In truth, there were parts of it that were actually well written. It had a sense of wit and self-­deprecation, and here and there, buried amongst the insinuations about who was having an affair with whom, genuine bits of art showed through.

			Did Miss Hawke write those parts? Or were they penned by someone on her staff? She had control over all the articles. Whether she was the author of the pieces or not, it showed that she did have an eye for quality writing.

			As he shifted in his chair, a strange sensation crept through him. Something odd and bright. It was . . . respect.

			How could he respect a newspaper that reported scandal, or the woman who published it?

			Yet . . . it was there. Buried like coal that was starting to burn. Surely more time in her presence would smother that. He couldn’t truly admire a woman who lived like a parasite off the lives of others. Could he?

			Regardless, she was a necessary part of his plan, and he had to endure her company for as long as it took to get the job done and find his missing friend.

			“You are squirming like a grub!” Madame Hortense snapped. The more cross she became, the more her accent slipped away from Lyons and toward Lambeth.

			“Forgive me,” Eleanor replied, fighting to keep her own tone level. “My daily toilette doesn’t consist of being poked and prodded as though I were a cow at an agricultural fair.”

			“Bloody hell . . . I mean, mon Dieu!” Madame Hortense tossed down her makeup brush. “I have never had to work under such conditions.”

			“Me, either,” said Eleanor. For hours, she’d been undergoing the torturous process of being transformed—­superficially, of course—­from a woman to a man. She couldn’t breathe, due to the heavy linen strips binding her breasts, while Mr. Swindon had forced her to don an undergarment that came supplied with its own masculine equipment. Then he’d treated her as his very own pincushion as he’d tailored a male ensemble to fit.

			Eleanor wasn’t a wealthy woman. Not by anyone’s standards. She’d never undergone the unique, exhausting torment of being fitted for a custom garment. All her clothes were bought secondhand, and any alterations were done by her own needle. But if this afternoon’s experience was any indicator, it was a privilege she gladly forwent.

			With Mr. Swindon making the final adjustments to her clothing in the sewing room, attention was now being paid to her hair and face. Thus, Madame Hortense’s presence.

			Also suited to Eleanor’s financial situation, she didn’t have a lady’s maid. She dressed herself and did her own hair. Madame Hortense was in the process of tugging on and pinning up Eleanor’s long hair, and none too gently. It was a wonder how the actors submitted themselves to this process every night. Not without sustaining external and internal injuries.

			Concerned that she’d insulted Madame Hortense, Eleanor exchanged worried glances with Maggie, who was perched on a nearby stool. For all her rough methodology, Madame Hortense did have a dab hand with makeup and hair dressing. Her work for the stage was amongst the most admirable in London.

			Since the woman was doing her a tremendous favor, Eleanor oughtn’t be churlish about it.

			“I am sorry, madame,” Eleanor said, reaching out and taking the older woman’s hand. “As you can see, I’m an unrefined sort of female, and unused to such attentions. The only time I can sit still is when I’m writing.”

			“That’s very true,” seconded Maggie. “When she’s not at her desk, she dances around like a child denied a trip to the privy.”

			Madame Hortense huffed and tugged her hand from Eleanor’s. She edged backward. Clearly, she needed further assuaging.

			“When I learned that I would need to disguise myself as a man,” Eleanor continued, “I came straight to the Imperial. Not simply because I knew Maggie but because I knew that, of all the cosmetic artists in the whole of this city, no one could possibly match you in skill. The work you did in creating that demon for Maggie’s Curse of the Midnight Prince stole my breath. I was convinced that an actual demon trod upon the boards, not an actor. Half the women in the audience wanted to flee in terror.”

			Madame Hortense pressed her lips together, but a flush of gratification spread across her cheeks.

			“And,” Eleanor went on, “your ability in transforming women into men for breeches parts . . .” She shook her head. “Had I not looked in the program and seen the actresses’ names, I would have demanded physical proof that they were indeed female.”

			For a moment, Madame Hortense did not move or speak. But then she slowly nodded. “It’s true. I am the best.”

			“Then please, I beg of you, forgive me and continue on with your excellent work.”

			The woman sniffed. Then she moved back to where Eleanor sat in front of a lighted mirror and proceeded to tug her hair into ruthless submission. Madame Hortense shoved more and more pins into her hair—­she’d look like a shedding hedgehog later when the pins were removed—­and Maggie sent Eleanor a tiny glance of approval.

			As Eleanor submitted to more of the makeup artist’s attentions, Maggie suddenly asked, “Why?”

			“Why what?”

			“Why would Lord Ashford approach you and offer to have you accompany him on his nightly escapades, for the strict purpose of you writing about him? There are some aristos who seem to enjoy the attention, but Ashford doesn’t strike me as one of them.”

			“Nor me,” Eleanor answered. “I’ve been going over and over it, and I still haven’t come up with a logical answer.” She winced as Madame Hortense jabbed another pin into her scalp. “I cannot figure what the benefit is to him. He’s got an agenda—­I’d bet my printing press on it.”

			“Is it wise, then, to accept his proposal?”

			“No,” Eleanor answered bluntly. “But opportunities like this don’t simply stride into my office in their polished Hessians every day. Nothing’s stopping him from going to The Well-­Informed Londoner or Pauley’s Miscellany.” Her two biggest competitors would relish the chance to write an in-­depth series about one of the country’s most eligible and notorious bachelors. “If I pass up the chance, I may as well bid a fond farewell to my paper and take up some truly degrading work, like writing burlettas.”

			Smiling, Maggie made a rude noise, accompanied by an equally crude hand gesture. Still, concern edged her voice as she pressed, “You will be careful, won’t you? I know his type. They’re as trustworthy as adders.”

			“I will be at all times on my guard.” Eleanor fought to keep still as Madame Hortense stretched some kind of very fine net over her hair, containing the whole of it.

			“And don’t fall victim to his seductions, either,” Maggie added.

			Eleanor laughed. The idea was ludicrous.

			From working on her own paper, Eleanor had been provided ample evidence that associations between noblemen and commoner women seldom—­if ever—­did well. Numerous females had been left with babes in their bellies and no means of supporting themselves when the attentions of their seducers had turned elsewhere. Usually those men found themselves upper-­class wives, got on with the business of being aristocrats, and forgot about the lower-­class women whose lives they had torn asunder.

			Besides . . . “We’re speaking of Lord Ashford. The nobleman who could have his pick of any woman he wants. The most desirable. The most beautiful. The last woman who’d attract that interest from him would be me, a lowly and unglamorous journalist.”

			“Ah, don’t go trolling for compliments,” Maggie chided. “Besides which, there’s no better way of manipulating someone than through sex.” Cold cynicism glinted in Maggie’s eyes, and, beneath that, a deeper hurt Eleanor knew her friend would never acknowledge.

			“I will keep my eyes open and my legs closed,” Eleanor vowed.

			Though she was no virgin, she was at all times careful when it came to matters of sex. She’d learned long ago how to keep from conceiving, and marriage held no appeal, not when she was master of herself and answered to no man. Independence was the gem she clutched close. If her past lovers had been disappointed by her unwillingness to shackle herself to them, then it was a disappointment they’d had to suffer.

			She had her work, and control over her body and her purse strings. Not many other women—­aside from Maggie—­could claim the same.

			“And now,” Madame Hortense declared, “it’s time for the wig—­the perruque,” she corrected herself, as if remembering her pretense of being French.

			The woman removed a wig from a wooden, head-­shaped block. The hair had been styled into a fashionable, tousled crop of light brown curls, exactly the style popular with the younger set of men.

			Eleanor held still as Madame Hortense settled the wig over her head, then adjusted it before pinning it into place.

			“Her hair’s shorter,” Maggie conceded, “but she doesn’t look much like a man. More like one of those ladies who wore their hair à la victime,” she added, referring to the women of the last century who had cut their hair short to emulate the guillotine’s unfortunate prey.

			“But I am not finished!” Madame Hortense snapped her fingers in Eleanor’s face. “Close your eyes until I say to open them. Same for you, Maggie. Then you will both see the wonder of my skill.”

			Eleanor shared a smile with Maggie. Theatrical ­people never were at a shortage for self-­esteem. But she obeyed Madame Hortense’s command and shut her eyes.

			It was a full half hour she waited. In the interim, the cosmetic artist applied all varieties of rather itchy items to Eleanor’s face and rubbed countless pungent-­smelling things, which had to be paint, onto her skin. Something even went onto her top lip. It wasn’t a comfortable process. Rather arduous, in fact, made even more so by the fact that her journalist’s curiosity burned to know just what, exactly, Madame Hortense was doing.

			As the process went on, Eleanor distracted herself by describing everything in her mind. She’d certainly include this procedure in her article. Readers might be intrigued by what it took to change a female into a male.

			Women might complain of the excessive amounts of time and effort it takes to attend to their appearance—­applications of creams, unguents, blemish reducers, freckle-­lighteners, perfumes, and a cornucopia of other nostrums and humbug all pressed upon the fairer sex, the object being the attainment of unattainable physical perfection. This, of course, also includes corsets, bust improvers, bust-­reduction binding, curling papers and irons, and the heavens know what else, all done in the name of representing our “best” self to the world at large, should our own natural appearance fail us—­which it inevitably does.

			And while the natural-­born male might have a decidedly less labor-­intensive toilette, I would caution any of this paper’s female readers from attempting to exchange their gender for another, for their activity is nearly as tedious and uncomfortable as our own feminine preparations.

			“Now lift the curtain and look,” Madame Hortense announced.

			Eleanor opened her eyes and gasped. So did Maggie.

			“That can’t be me,” Eleanor said, yet her voice came out of the face reflected back at her. She reached up to touch her face.

			Madame Hortense swatted her hand away. “Don’t undo all my hard work!”

			The transformation was startling. All from the application of a bit of paint and false hair. Rather than a woman of thirty-­two, a young man in his early twenties stared at her in the glass. Through artful shading, her nose looked broader, her jaw and chin more square. Madame Hortense had given her fashionable side-­whiskers that matched the color of her wig. Eleanor even sported a shading on her top lip that suggested a morning shave starting to lose its battle as a mustache started to grow in.

			“My God, Eleanor,” Maggie breathed. “You’re a damn pretty boy, but a boy just the same. I’ll have to keep most of the women at the theater—­and some of the men—­away from you.”

			Eleanor turned her face from side to side. So this is what she would have looked like if her father had gotten his wish and she’d been born male. Too bad the poor sot was deep beneath the earth now, or else she’d show him what he’d missed out on.

			What would Lord Ashford say when he saw her? Or would he even recognize her? The idea that he might actually mistake her for a man was a delicious anticipation. She’d love to catch him off guard, knock a little of his polish off.

			The door to the dressing room banged open and Mr. Swindon bustled in, his arms full of clothing. The moment he saw Eleanor, he let out a little shriek and nearly dropped the garments.

			“Oh, but this is marvelous!” He hustled forward, his eyes never leaving her. “Just exquisite. Well done, Miss Hawke. And hosannas to you, madame,” he added when Madame Hortense cleared her throat loudly. “Forsooth, we have a genuine artist dwelling beneath the roof of this humble theater.”

			“He means himself,” Maggie whispered, leaning close, and Eleanor had to stifle her laugh.

			“Now for the second part of your metamorphosis.” The costumer held out his arms, covered with clothes.

			“I’ll need some guidance,” Eleanor said. She’d undressed men before, and watched them don their garments, but the process of getting dressed in masculine attire eluded her.

			So Mr. Swindon helped her step into a man’s combination. He strapped pads on her calves to help bulk up those muscles, then gave her a pair of white stockings that climbed up past her knees. She stepped into a pair of buff-­colored knee breeches. This was followed by a long-­tailed linen shirt and a cream-­on-­white embroidered waistcoat. Mr. Swindon hid her lack of Adam’s apple with a very tall collar and neckcloth, which threatened to cut off Eleanor’s supply of air.

			After she stepped into a pair of sleek low men’s pumps, Eleanor let the costumer help her into a dark blue coat. Its shoulders were heavily padded, the width of the skirts a little wider to conceal her hips. She was given a pocket watch and a pair of gloves, along with a top hat perfect for an evening out.

			“And voilà,” Mr. Swindon said, his French accent far more convincing than Madame Hortense’s.

			Again, Eleanor looked into the mirror. She stood, agog, at her change. She’d entered the Imperial Theater as a woman, but now she was a young man of means and fashion. For several moments, all she could do was stare at herself.

			Who was she? She felt oddly lost within this masculine persona, as if Eleanor had disappeared and a strange man had taken her place. Except the strange man was her.

			“Oh, Eleanor,” Maggie said on an exhale, her face aglow, “just think of the trouble you could get into.”

			“That’s right,” Eleanor said after a moment. “I’m a man now. I can do . . . anything.”

			The power was intoxicating. No wonder men walked around looking so smug. The world belonged to them.

			And now she was about to enter that world. With Lord Ashford beside her. Eleanor smiled. Oh, it was going to be quite a night.

			Bare-­chested, Daniel stood before his mirror and dabbed shaving lather onto his face with a boar bristle brush. Once he’d sufficiently covered his cheeks and jaw, he ran his straight razor along the planes of his face, scraping off any whiskers that had emerged since this morning. Each stroke of the blade made a soft, rasping sound, and the aroma of sandalwood wafted up from the lather. He wiped the razor on a towel and continued the process, revealing more and more of his skin. A familiar, comforting routine.

			He ignored Strathmore’s sigh. His valet never approved of the fact that Daniel insisted on shaving himself—­even though Strathmore had been in his ser­vice for over ten years and not once had Daniel permitted the valet to attend to his shave. Daniel’s father, the old earl, hadn’t approved of Daniel’s practice, either. But, for God’s sake, Daniel was a functioning adult, capable of looking after the state of his own facial hair. At least he relented and permitted Strathmore to pick out his clothes. But he put the clothes on himself. None of this being buttoned into his breeches nonsense.

			As achievements went, it was ridiculously minor, but that was the odd hallmark of a title and wealth. Theoretically, he was one of the more powerful men in the country, yet when it came to matters such as one’s toilette, a nobleman reverted to infancy. As if the responsibilities of his rank were too onerous to bear up under the weight of tying his own cravat.

			Behind him, Strathmore laid out his ensemble for the evening, selecting everything with the care the valet always displayed. It was almost a shame for Daniel to take credit for wearing his clothing, when it was all Strathmore’s expert eye.

			In keeping with the valet’s understanding of occasion and fashion, Strathmore had selected a burnished-­bronze silk waistcoat and a deep-­forest-­green coat. Elegant, but not overly so, since Daniel wasn’t attending any sanctioned Season event tonight. Just the right amount of restraint and flash for a gaming hell.

			Finished with his shave, Daniel rinsed his face, patted on some tonic, and slipped on a fine white shirt, tucking the tails into his knee breeches.

			Miss Hawke would likely be doing the exact same thing right about now. Dressing herself in men’s clothing in readiness
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