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			For my husband, a real-life romantic hero.
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			London, 1842

			ONLY AFTER THE second explosion did Violet start to worry.

			Having retired for the night, rung for her maid, and poured herself a glass of brandy, Lady Violet Greycliff decided to ignore the first blast. She tried to ignore the second one as well until she considered her housekeeper’s reaction.

			Violet paid Mrs. Sweet a small fortune to clean an astonishing variety of chemical compounds out of the walls, floors, and furniture of her home, Beacon House, and its adjoining property. She had neither the time nor the inclination to search the British Isles for another housekeeper who could remove scorch marks from damask.

			The third explosion, however, sent Violet scurrying from her bedchamber and down the back staircase.

			Linked to Beacon House, what once had been a series of outbuildings was now part of one structure with a front entrance the next street over. After sinking most of her funds into the construction of this addition, Violet had created London’s first social club for ladies, Athena’s Retreat. Even more dear to her heart was the club within the club. The public believed the Retreat to be a gathering place for ladies with a passing interest in the natural sciences. Behind closed doors, though, those same ladies were making discoveries advancing the fields of mathematics, biology, and chemistry, to name a few.

			Loud, smoke-filled discoveries.

			Before her, the thick oak door to the connecting hall stood open, revealing the club’s first floor of hidden laboratories. An odor of sulfur and cheese hung in the air, along with an unsettling amount of green smoke.

			“No cause for alarm,” cried a hoarse voice, followed by a round of coughing. “Made a slight miscalculation. Nothing to worry over.”

			Violet cursed her luck as Mildred Thornton and her partner, Wilhelmina Smythe, emerged from a room where the smoke was thickest. The two ladies, affectionately known as Milly and Willy, had sworn they were no longer experimenting with unstable compound liquids.

			“You told me you were investigating the properties of powders,” Violet cried. “How did you manage to create an explosion from talc?”

			“Whoops. Did we say talc powder? Apologies,” rasped Milly. A fine veil of soot darkened her silver hair and settled like black beads in her eyebrows.

			“All sorts of powders, dear,” Willy chimed in. A foot taller than Milly and half as wide, she shook a cloud of ash from her skirts. “Talc powder, rice powder . . .” She lowered her voice and found something interesting to examine in the vicinity of her shoes. “Gunpowder . . .”

			Violet helped Milly bat out a few smoldering embers on the mancheron trimming of her left sleeve. “Either way, what were you thinking?” she moaned.

			“We were thinking how far ahead those insufferable Italians at the University of Turin are in the development of pyroglycerin,” Milly said. “Although we cannot share our work with the world, a few men are privy to our research and take us seriously. England cannot afford to fall behind in this area.”

			Mrs. Sweet’s voice could now be heard above the din, her lilting West Indian accent softening the severity of her shouted evacuation orders. Doors opened along the corridor as women emerged from their labs in various states of excitement. Many wore canvas aprons over their dresses, and some sported thick, padded gloves.

			“Must we leave? My work is at a delicate stage,” complained a fine-boned woman dressed in a modest, though expertly tailored, blue wool dress. “Who was it this time?”

			“Letty,” Violet greeted the petite mathematician. “Help me get everyone out of the laboratories and into the public rooms so we can decide what to do.”

			Miss Letitia Fenley, club secretary for Athena’s Retreat, set about her duties at once, and Violet sent a prayer of thanks heavenward for her efficiency.

			Twenty minutes later, Violet stood in the club’s common area. Its decor echoed those in the men’s clubs of St. James’s Street. While oak wainscoting lined the lower half of the walls, the upper half had been painted a cheerful cranberry. At one end of the room, a fire blazed in a large hearth framed by a mantel of speckled marble.

			“If I might have your attention,” Violet called out.

			Twenty or so women, ranging in age from eighteen to eighty-five, turned their faces to Violet. Despite the circumstances, her pride and joy in what they’d created here buoyed her spirits. These members of the true Athena’s Retreat were sworn to secrecy—bound by a set of rules that encouraged the sharing of knowledge and the protection of one another.

			Violet’s bubble of happiness punctured at the sight of Mrs. Sweet, arms folded and lips pursed in a disapproving moue. Violet ventured a tentative wave in the housekeeper’s direction.

			Mrs. Sweet did not wave back.

			Drat.

			“We had a small accident this evening,” Violet announced.

			“You mean Milly and Willy were at it again.” A dry, cultured voice cut through the amused murmuring.

			“Ahem.” Violet shot a warning glance at the commentator, Lady Phoebe Hunt. Violet had hoped to avoid a discussion of Milly and Willy’s propensity for damage. “A benefit of Athena’s Retreat connecting to my home, Beacon House, is the ability to pass off some of the phenomena that occur here as coming from my kitchen.”

			“Your cook is not going to like it,” Letty noted.

			“Thank you, Miss Fenley, for the reminder,” Violet said. “As club president, I delegate it to you to figure out an alternate explanation for the noise and record the explanation in our club diary.”

			Letty blinked in consternation, but Violet had other concerns.

			“We must cut our activities short tonight,” she continued. “Otherwise, we risk exposing the truth of what happens behind the public rooms.”

			“Is the threat of explosion over?” Lady Phoebe leaned back and kicked one expensive boot onto a stool, flipping a hand in Milly’s direction. “I don’t want my work burned to a crisp because these two reckless—”

			“Reckless? Brilliant, rather,” Willy said. “Someday, our work will change the economy of the whole of Britain.” The flapping of her cap, which hung from the side of her topknot like a singed flag, offset Willy’s indignation as she waved her arms to make a point. “You, on the other hand, would rather feature in the gossip papers than finish your work. I haven’t seen hide nor hair of any advances in the so-called process of electrolysis.”

			Violet interrupted this conversation before it turned into a protracted row. “Either way, can we call a halt to any experiments posing the threat of explosion? Please, remember we host our first public event in a month. Miss Fenley has advertised it as An Evening of Education and Elucidation.”

			“How appallingly alliterative,” said Phoebe.

			“It’s An Evening of Edification and Entertainment,” Letty reminded Violet.

			“That’s even worse,” Milly whispered.

			Violet took a moment to smooth her features into a ladylike blandness. “There is much to be gained by recruiting more members to our club, and everything to lose if we become a subject of ridicule. For tonight, a discreet exit would be best. Will you begin, Lady Phoebe?”

			“Discreet may not be in the cards, my lady,” Letty said. “It seems a handful of reporters have been waiting outside to speak with Lady Phoebe. Something about a wager with Lord Henderson?”

			“He was tormenting Althea Dertlinger,” Phoebe said with mock innocence. “All I did was wager I could fit my entire boot in his—”

			“They were so noisy the neighbors alerted the watch,” Letty said, addressing Violet. “When I asked Winthram to call us hackneys, he reported that a crowd had gathered at the entrance. Among them is your stepson, Lord Greycliff.”

			Double drat.

			Dozens of women surrounded Violet as she ushered them to the cloakroom, where Winthram, the doorman, helped them with their coats and bonnets. Outside the club entrance, the throng of reporters waited for her and Phoebe to appear. Once the events of the night were finished, more bodies would envelop her as servants prepared her for bed.

			Yet amid all these people, Violet Greycliff had never felt so alone.
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			ARTHUR KNELAND WANTED to be alone.

			In his line of work, a crowd was the ultimate enemy. The gaslight on this small street off Knightsbridge barely illuminated the wooden walkway below. Shadows large and squat wove between the writhing mass of figures around him.

			Wafts of brimstone-scented air came from the town house as a procession of ladies exited the building.

			“Not how you envisioned your first night of private employment, is it? You’ve gone from protecting heads of state to looking after my stepmother.”

			Viscount William Greycliff—Grey to his friends—stabbed the walkway with his gold-topped cane while he spoke. One might assume the cane an affectation. From experience, Arthur knew that Grey carried a dagger hidden in that cane and could use it.

			They’d both worked for a small sub-rosa group run out of the prime minister’s office tasked with carrying out sensitive operations. In situations where it would have been impolitic for the British government to officially be involved, Grey had played the part of an indolent nobleman while gathering information.

			Arthur rarely worked with other agents. The exception, one god-awful night in Brussels with Grey—which had included the poisoning of an aide to the Grand Duke William, the rescue of two whores locked in the personal carriage of Prince Frederick, a gunfight, and a serious drinking session with the orchestra of the Théâtre Royal—had resulted in the closest Arthur ever came to friendship.

			“Protecting a little widow is indeed a change of pace,” Arthur said, thinking of those whores and the copious amount of terrible wine they could drink.

			Silence met his observation. Grey was distracted by a petite blonde taking charge of the departing ladies.

			“Funny how chaos seems to follow behind certain women,” Grey muttered.

			Chaos indeed. “I did mention how I’m anticipating a quieter life, didn’t I?” Arthur said.

			Grey pulled a face. “Tonight is an exception. Besides, it pays four times what you would have made as an employee of Her Majesty’s government for a similar job. You’re the last person I’d expect to finish out his years rusticating in the countryside, but if you want to buy that farm you’ve always talked about, you’ll need a nice lump sum. Look, it isn’t so bad as the year the PM sent you to America.”

			Arthur shuddered.

			Americans. Loud, partial to superlatives, and friendly to an uncomfortable degree. Arthur had no use for such easy camaraderie. It didn’t make sense to have friends in a profession where someone was always either being shot at or shooting someone else.

			“You are the best bodyguard we have,” Grey continued, “and I mean to wring the most out of you before you disappear into the wilds of the Highlands forever. I’ll pay you enough to start your new life if you do this one small favor for me.”

			A new life. The words unnerved Arthur. “New” life meant better, didn’t it? Yes, he’d always wanted to live out his days on a farm. He’d said the words so many times they’d disentangled themselves from reality.

			Time to make them real.

			Until then, Arthur considered the scene before them. “You’re certain you want me to do this job? It’s the first time I’ve been back in England in twenty years. People have a long memory for scandal. What happens if someone recognizes me? Seems like it might be more trouble than it’s worth.”

			As he spoke, Arthur studied the crowd. Something was off.

			“You worry too much. I’ll be finished up north within a month, then you’re free to go. Besides, the scandal is two decades old. Since then, you’ve guarded some of the most influential and powerful men in the world.” Grey clapped a hand on Arthur’s shoulder, his cool demeanor thawing. “Lady Greycliff is especially dear to me. I couldn’t leave her with anyone else. I trust you.”

			Arthur slipped free of the casual touch, hoping he was worthy of Grey’s trust. At forty years old, he had dozens of assignments under his belt, and he’d failed only once.

			One time too many.

			The door to the town house opened, and the viscountess emerged, drawing the reporters’ attention. He couldn’t make out the details of her features from where he stood, yet he knew she was lovely the same way he knew the reporter closest to her had consumption, the disheveled and singed ladies who left in a hackney would return home to share the same bed, and the doorman seeing her out was not all he seemed.

			“I am too old for this,” he muttered, more to himself than to Grey. “After this commission, I am finished.”

			Arthur took a step forward as the lady made her way down the stairs, laughing at something one of the men in front of her had said. Beneath her voluminous shawl, she’d a well-rounded figure—sweetly curved hips and a generous bosom—and her curls were mussed as if she’d just risen from bed. The image took him aback.

			“I promise, Arthur,” Grey said, “this will be the easiest assignment you’ve ever taken. You won’t even know you’re working. In fact—”

			Arthur never learned what Grey would have said. He was running straight toward the lady, who was now standing on the walkway beneath a first-floor window.

			Barreling through the crowd of reporters, Arthur could finally see her face. Long, thick black lashes opened and closed, revealing dark brown eyes the color of coffee. Smaller than the men surrounding her, she had to tilt her perfect little chin up as she traded jokes. Her lips were the color of ripe plums and prompted a surprising stir of lust.

			The world was full of women more beautiful than Violet Greycliff. Arthur had met some of them, slept with some of them, and taken a massive head wound from one of them. None had called forth such an instantaneous, primal attraction.

			At that moment, an explosion sent the second-floor windows shattering outward, and Arthur leaped the two-foot distance separating them. Estimating the amount of force necessary, he shielded her body without hurting her as they toppled to the ground.

			What he hadn’t counted on was the stupendously ugly armchair flying out the window, smashing to pieces inches from his face and sending splinters flying. Chaos broke out around them.

			Rustication couldn’t come soon enough.

		

	
		
			2

			[image: ]

			AFTER VIOLET’S NIGHTLY ritual of brandy and a bath followed by a journey to her empty bed, she concluded her routine with one final step. She would imagine someone climbing into the bed from the opposite side, blowing out the candle, and taking her into their arms before falling asleep.

			These nighttime visitors remained firmly in her head. Violet’s late husband had insisted that a woman with a physical appetite was both unladylike and distasteful. Although she suspected this might not always be the case, she’d never searched out a real-life lover to prove him wrong. Her reputation was too important to the future of Athena’s Retreat.

			Worse, what if he was right?

			In all those lonely nights, Violet had never conjured a pair of arms that surrounded her like this man’s holding her now. The sensation of a warm, solid body against her stunned her more than the chaos and the scattered shards of glass and wood. The soles of shoes whipped past; all around, voices were raised in angry, frightened cries.

			None of this touched her.

			She was safe.

			Not because the man holding her had rasped those words in her ear, although that was delightful, how his lips had brushed against the sensitive lobe. No. Something else told her everything would be well.

			She had seen him before the explosion, standing next to Grey. In the commotion around her, the dark figure at Grey’s side had remained preternaturally still until he burst into motion.

			A typical reaction might have been to step back or shy away from a strange man hurling himself at you. Instead, as he came closer, Violet had the strangest urge to step toward him.

			Nothing about his appearance signaled safety. He wore a dull brown frock coat, a few years out of date. He was tall, but not too tall. Broad, but no more than an average laborer. His top hat of felted wool was nondescript, as was his dark, curly hair and the whiskers halfway down the sides of his cheeks. Deep lines evidenced exposure to the elements over many years, and he’d broken his nose at some point.

			In any other setting, he would have slipped her notice, as though he were a shadow or a slight blur at the edge of her vision.

			Except she happened to look into his eyes.

			Not even when she’d had no idea why he would have laid hands on her, in the seconds it took between the time he grabbed her until the explosion—not even then—was she frightened.

			Cradling her head in one large hand to protect her skull from the fall, he held their bodies flush. When he’d pulled his mouth away from her ear and locked his gaze on hers, Violet had understood. Although they were an unremarkable shade of brown, his eyes were what told Violet she would be safe no matter what.

			His glance swept her face, then traveled the length of her body before he turned his head to survey the crowd. The lack of expression and preternatural calm belied the intense vigilance in the depths of his gaze.

			“Are you all right?” he asked.

			Was she all right?

			It had been so long since anyone had held her, let alone a man to whom she’d had an instant and powerful attraction. A million details filled her brain: the shape of his upper lip, the tiny drops of mist clinging to his lashes, the rapid pace of her heartbeat.

			Her attention centered on the enveloping warmth of his body, her skin awakening beneath his hands. Could he feel her response? Would he be amused or appalled?

			“Thank you for your bravery,” Violet said, speaking into the man’s cravat while he continued to shield her from the pandemonium.

			“How lucky I am you landed in this spot,” she continued. Glancing to where his hips pressed against hers, she blushed. “Not landed in this spot, as in where you currently rest. I mean to say, not . . . We’re not resting, of course . . .”

			He remained silent.

			“Ahem,” she said. “If you could please let me up, I will be better able to—”

			“On the count of three, I will get you up,” he said. “You stay in front of me as we head west. If anyone comes close, you are to drop to the ground and cover your head. One, two . . .”

			On three, the man sprang to his feet and lifted Violet as though she weighed less than a feather. Astonishing. He was stronger than he appeared, beneath his coat. Examining the crowd, he gave her another set of orders.

			“Stay close to the walls of the town houses. Crouch as low as you can without tripping over your skirts. Now, let’s go.”

			He hadn’t glanced at her again. Freed from his scrutiny, sanity returned, and Violet remained in place. Athena’s Retreat was her responsibility. She could not leave before she had ensured that her club members were unharmed and she fed the press a reasonable explanation.

			“Did the explosion damage your hearing, my lady?” he asked, still scanning the crowd.

			“My hearing is undamaged, my head is whole, and my limbs are intact thanks to you, sir. No injuries, just flustered, what with the explosions and the part where you were, er, resting.”

			Unless she had unknowingly suffered a head wound? What else could explain her reaction? A nervous laugh escaped her, then died beneath his flinty stare.

			Violet swallowed. “While I am grateful, I must be certain no one else is hurt. If you’ll excuse me?”

			“No.”

			Violet blinked. It had been a loud explosion. Was her rescuer the one suffering from hearing loss?

			She raised her voice to compensate for the damage to his ears. “I am going this way,” she enunciated, pointing toward the club.

			An opaque gaze examined her, no hint of expression to give Violet the slightest clue to what the man thought. For some reason, she wanted him to think well of her.

			“I can hear you perfectly well,” he said without inflection. “You’re going nowhere but with me.”

			Violet let out a gasp as the man sidled one arm around her waist and picked her up. No respectable man would haul a woman away like this unless he had nefarious intentions.

			She’d never been the object of nefarious intentions before. A ripple of excitement spread through her, followed by shame.

			“I am not ungrateful. You are brave and”—Violet took a moment to appreciate his form—“well-made and nice-smelling. I simply don’t have time to be rescued.” Twisting in his arms, she caught sight of her stepson.

			“Grey, can you explain to this gentleman I don’t have time to be rescued?”

			Grey pushed through the crowd to join them. “Let go, Arthur. You don’t want anyone seeing you with her and drawing any conclusions.”

			The man, Arthur, set her down without warning, and she stumbled, whereby he reached out and steadied her. Grasping her elbow with the lightest of touches, he threw off enough heat to protect her from the cold.

			“You didn’t tell her I was coming,” Arthur said to Grey.

			Grey’s mouth twisted to one side in a familiar expression. What was he up to?

			“I was getting to that part before you took off running,” Grey said. “How did you know, by the way?”

			The large man at her side lifted his shoulders a scant inch. “It’s my job to know. Let’s go.”

			Violet braced herself, but Arthur politely gestured for her to precede him.

			“Please, for once, let me be the one to make things right for you,” Grey said with a brusque air, trusting that even if Violet had heard the emotion beneath the words, she would not mention it aloud.

			When she did not immediately resist, he pressed his point. “If you come with us, I’ll have my agents clean this up for you.”

			She considered for a moment, then shook her head. “This could not have happened at a worse time. I cannot leave until the members are safe and sound.”

			“I promise their safety will be assured,” Grey said. “On top of that, I’ll keep Mrs. Sweet from quitting.”

			“That would be helpful.” Violet wrapped her shawl around her shoulders. “I would like an explanation, though. The next time something like this happens—”

			“That is why I am here,” Arthur said. “To make sure there is no next time.”
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			YEARS AGO, ARTHUR had guarded a lepidopterist. Not because butterflies had anything to do with the fate of the British Empire. The scientist was the son of a Greek general and the target of assassins sent by the Ottoman sultan.

			The way the lepidopterist would examine the minute markings on his specimens bore a chilling similarity to the way the two women seated across the room were staring at him right now, pinning him in place as he reached for a jam tart.

			One woman was tall and dark, the other tiny and blond, and they shifted their piercing gazes between Arthur and Lady Greycliff.

			“You will never even know he is here,” Grey was saying. The younger man stood in the middle of the sitting room, having maneuvered his way around the piles of books, overstuffed ottomans, and tea tables with admirable grace, considering his large stature and the small amount of space.

			Oblivious to her audience, Lady Greycliff paced in the opposite direction. When she moved, her enormous shawl billowed around her, sending papers flying and houseplants waving in her wake. Frenetic energy poured off her, setting a charge to the air around them. The way she held herself indicated that energy was a by-product of her thinking.

			The types of folks who needed a bodyguard were often controversial or unsavory characters. Arthur had little experience in protecting the innocent. The lady appeared younger than her thirty years; those wide eyes that had fixed on him earlier had revealed an unnerving vulnerability. He was a tomcat being given a mouse to watch over.

			“I can’t ignore the presence of an assassin in my house,” Lady Greycliff exclaimed.

			Good Lord.

			Now the ladies’ stares morphed from intense curiosity to fierce disapproval.

			“I’m not an assassin,” Arthur told them.

			“You look like an assassin,” said the fierce little blonde, Miss Letitia Fenley.

			“Well, I am not,” Arthur assured her.

			Earlier, Grey had privately recounted the rise of Miss Fenley’s family, from humble butchers to owners of the largest shopping emporium in London.

			“Letty Fenley doesn’t have much use for the aristocracy, except when we contribute to her family’s coffers,” he’d said. “Every word out of a nobleman’s mouth, she interprets as an order or an insult.”

			This might have explained her prickly demeanor toward Grey. From the way she studied the man when he wasn’t looking, however, Arthur suspected a more personal reason for their antagonism.

			“It isn’t as though you would tell us if you were an assassin,” said the tall, handsome woman next to Miss Fenley. Lady Phoebe Hunt, daughter of a marquess, was a sensation in London society circles. A woman who spoke up and spoke out, especially in opposition to whatever cause her father happened to champion. She’d high cheekbones and a full mouth, but her most dramatic feature was the spectacular amethyst hue of her eyes.

			Arthur fought the urge to shift in his chair.

			“If he were a halfway competent assassin, he’d take on that gaggle of reporters outside,” Miss Fenley remarked. “If it weren’t for them hounding Lady Greycliff, no one would have been any the wiser about tonight’s explosions.”

			“He’s not an assassin,” Grey said. His jaw sawed back and forth in a rare sign of frustration. He’d been trying to get the women to leave for half an hour with no success. “He is a trained counterassassin. Mr. Kneland has protected important figures in Europe and the Americas over the last two decades. He kept Lord Dickerson alive despite three attempts on his life in the past year.”

			“Wait. Wasn’t Dickerson shot?” asked Lady Phoebe. “Not a ringing endorsement if his clients are full of bullet holes.”

			“A bullet travels at roughly eight hundred and thirty feet per second,” said Miss Fenley. “One must have extraordinary reflexes to stop it once it has discharged.”

			Lady Phoebe tipped her head. “He’s not a young man. Slowing reflexes might be why he’s retired.”

			“Did you get a discounted rate because he’s old?” Miss Fenley asked Grey. “My father always says you get what you pay for. Couldn’t you spring for a younger man?”

			“I am sitting right here,” Arthur observed. “I can hear you. And the bullet went through me into Dickerson.”

			The women blinked in surprise. They had forgotten him.

			Arthur transferred his gaze to the ceiling and counted to twenty before he said something unforgivable.

			“Hush, Letty,” Lady Greycliff chastised. “Mr. Kneland rescued me quite efficiently earlier tonight.” Her cheeks reddened, and he held back a smile, remembering her words to him.

			Well-made and nice-smelling.

			He’d received more practiced compliments, but none as genuine.

			Miss Fenley’s fists clenched her skirts. “Can we please come back to why he is here?”

			She glared at Grey. “Club members have reported strange men loitering in the mews and the alley behind Athena’s Retreat. Last week, the laboratory in which Lady Greycliff was working had its windows smashed in by bricks.”

			The daughter of a shopkeeper ought to be intimidated by a man as large and wellborn as Grey. Nonetheless, Miss Fenley was standing up to him on behalf of her friend, addressing him directly. “This started when Lady Greycliff agreed to help you with your government work, my lord.”

			Grey pinched the bridge of his nose. “That work was meant to be secret.”

			Lady Greycliff winced. “I haven’t told them what I’m working on—simply that it is vital. You see, I had a question about sulfuric acid and potassium hydroxide, so I consulted Phoebe.”

			Grey sighed. “Of course.”

			“Then there was the particularly complex equation when I took into account Dalton’s law, and who better than Letty . . .” The lady broke off her explanation as a question occurred to her. “I’ve helped you with your government work before, and no one has found out. Why would this time be different?”

			Arthur had had the same question. He studied the lady’s friends with suspicion.

			“I’m not sure.” Grey glanced at Arthur, then away. “But I don’t believe the explosion originating from the second floor was an accident.”

			“Whatever is happening must stop,” said Lady Phoebe. “Athena’s Retreat is hosting its first evening event for the public at the end of the month. We can’t have assassins running loose when we are trying to convince the ton of our respectability.”

			Grey turned to Arthur, palms stretched in supplication. “Can you reassure them? I must leave tonight.”

			An orphaned farm boy from the Highlands, raised by an indifferent relative until sent to work, Arthur had never been allowed to forget his station in life. Still, after two decades living cheek by jowl with the wellborn of Europe, he knew better than most that titles were empty honorifics. Lacking a pedigree, he’d learned to use silent intimidation and a well-muscled body to get the attention of powerful men and women who would never otherwise have heeded him.

			Arthur took his time standing now, sending a message. Without saying a word, he informed these women that he could be a threat.

			Lady Greycliff’s life was in danger. He needed everyone here to accept his command. Moving to the window, he twitched shut the curtain.

			“Omnium Democratia is an illegal workers’ organization formed in the Northeast and the Midlands, and now proselytizing in London. Originally, they were part of the Chartist movement, advocating for a reformation of Parliament and suffrage for all men.”

			“Of course it would be suffrage for all men,” Miss Fenley muttered.

			Arthur checked the latches on the windows and frowned. “Omnium Democratia grew impatient. They’re far more radical now and not opposed to using violence to advance their aims.”

			“That rabble is all talk and no action, from what I hear,” Lady Phoebe opined.

			“They’ve graduated to action,” Arthur said. “Their last rally turned violent. When the constables arrived, they encountered a new kind of weapon.”

			“A weapon? The broadsheets mentioned smoke and confusion.” Miss Fenley regarded Lady Greycliff with concern. “You are developing a theory of pressurized gas. How does this relate to rioting?”

			Lady Greycliff’s face lit with interest and she explained. “They’ve fashioned small canisters containing two separate chambers, each holding a mixture of unknown origin. If shaken hard enough, the wall between the chambers collapses and the chemicals combine, creating a harmful gas.”

			“Depending on the amount inhaled,” Arthur said, “the effects range from disorientation and nausea to severe damage to the eyes and lungs. Two constables went in hospital after the attack with damaged lungs and partial blindness. Last night, one of them died.”

			Lady Phoebe covered her mouth in sympathy.

			“Why didn’t the rioters get sick as well?” Letty asked.

			“At the top is a siphon,” Grey explained, “like the one created by Antoine Perpigna for carbonated water. The rioters aimed the siphons directly at the constabulary.”

			“I’ve figured out the composition of their poison,” said Lady Greycliff. “Right now, the constables can use masks for protection, but the gas lingers. Any unlucky bystander could be affected. I have been developing a compound that neutralizes the gas in the air, but even with your help, it has been slow going.”

			“The Omnis are waging a futile campaign.” Miss Fenley shook her head in resignation. “Violence won’t force the peerage to find their conscience. An attack on their wealth would have more of an impact.”

			Grey peered down his nose at Miss Fenley. “Until you manage to unseat us amoral peers and upend centuries of political tradition, I’d like to prevent anyone else from suffering.”

			Turning his back on her scowl, he addressed Lady Greycliff. “There are thirty or so members of Athena’s Retreat. All of them have family, friends, and even servants who might know of the club’s existence. Any of them might be behind the explosion.”

			As her friends argued the impossibility of such a scenario, Lady Greycliff examined the glowing embers of the dying fire. An angry red scrape stood out against the ivory skin of her cheek. Arthur doubted she’d had time to clean it between fetching tea for the watch and soothing the frightened bystanders. She’d seen everyone off with words of comfort and promises that all would be as new by the end of the week.

			If Arthur felt sorry for her, he’d break his cardinal rule: Never feel anything for his assignments.

			That was all this beautiful woman should be to him.

			An assignment.

			“While Lady Greycliff develops an antidote,” Arthur said, “I will protect both her and the formula. I shall pose as the club’s majordomo, hired for extra security in light of the events of this evening.”

			He turned his focus to the women seated before him.

			In his training many years ago, he’d learned that any object could be a weapon.

			A chair leg could double as a club or a sword. A hat could suffocate someone. A hairpin could deliver a lethal dose of poison to someone’s heart.

			These three ladies could be turned to his advantage in this mission. The key was to think of them as objects, like anyone else who came into his life.

			Merely a means to an end.
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			VIOLET SAID GOODBYE to Grey one last time, closed the door, and slumped against the wall. A pair of sinumbra lamps stood on either side of a large mirror in the foyer, their glass shades casting an eerie orange light across the black-and-white tiled floor.

			When Violet’s husband was very ill, she would wander the house at night in between bouts of nursing him, hammering out the details of complex formulas in her head as death hovered in the background. Here in Beacon House, the night was never silent, and she was intimately familiar with the origin of every click and squeak.

			Therefore, she addressed her remarks to the large shadow in a corner without having to see him.

			“You are awfully quiet for such a large man. How do you do it?”

			Arthur emerged from a shallow indentation beneath the staircase. Flickering light brushed the hollows of his sun-browned cheeks.

			“I have had twenty years of practice,” he answered. “It pays to be quiet when one is a counterassassin. Even when hired at a discount.”

			Violet chuckled. “I don’t expect you bargained for the three of us when Grey approached you,” she said. “He calls us ‘the coven,’ you know. Did they scare you?”

			“Yes,” he said dryly.

			Violet laughed in appreciation, happy a real person resided within the stoic figure. “Grey described the nature of your service before he left. He said the Queen offered you a medal ceremony after you saved Lord Dickerson, yet you refused.”

			Appearing unimpressed by the Queen’s gesture, he moved away from the wall. Although his gaze remained fixed on her, Violet wouldn’t have been surprised if he had memorized the exact position of the cut-glass bowl on the entry table and how many sconces were attached to the wall behind him.

			They regarded each other in the dim hallway without awkwardness, an odd familiarity between them after the strange events of the night. She’d learned the shape of him before she’d even learned his name.

			“Although he failed to warn me of your friends,” Arthur said, “Grey did say you have a habit of collecting ladies under your wing.”

			“Letty and Phoebe are founding members of Athena’s Retreat, not wounded birds. Although he complains when they are around, he misses them when they are not.” She leaned toward Arthur with a conspiratorial air. “He’ll never admit to it, however.”

			“You care for Grey.”

			“Yes,” she said.

			Ah. With his tone, Arthur had asked a question without asking the question—an estimable talent.

			“Grey’s father, Daniel, swept me off my feet the first month of my debut season.” A familiar ache began in the pit of her stomach as she explained. “He was the epitome of sophistication and romance. He made every other man seem slow and callow in comparison, despite his age.”

			The low light kept Arthur’s reaction to this confession a mystery—if he had one.

			“Grey mentioned his father was charismatic,” he said.

			Violet tilted her head as she considered the word. “He projected such certainty—as if he had the answer to everything. As a young woman whose brain was filled with nothing but questions, I found this quality incredibly compelling.”

			So compelling she’d ignored the concerns of her family and the tiny warnings in her own head and rushed into marriage. Daniel had been just as hasty. Worried about Grey’s health, he had believed a young wife would guarantee a chance at another child. He’d been enamored as well of the chance to mold a young woman with the promise of brilliance.

			What they found most attractive about each other, however, quickly drove them apart. Daniel’s certainty made him judgmental and controlling. Violet’s brilliance did not spill over into the areas of politics and social maneuvering, where Daniel’s interests lay.

			“Folks with small minds enjoy pointing out that Grey is a few years older than me,” she acknowledged.

			Grey’s childhood struggle with the falling sickness had isolated him as a child, although his seizures were rare by the time they met. In the early years of her marriage to his father, she’d researched cures and dispelled old-fashioned notions of cold baths and bloodletting as relief. They’d formed a friendship that grew closer as his father’s flaws revealed themselves, but he’d left for the army soon after and rarely returned home, even after Daniel grew ill.

			When the flood of midnight memories threatened to drown her, Violet cleared her throat and forced brightness into her tone, returning to Arthur’s question. “Although he is not my natural son, Grey is my family.”

			Arthur cocked his head, hearing what she was not saying. This conversation beneath the conversation worked both ways.

			He stood so still. His peace amid the chaos was what first drew her attention. As though an invisible circle of calm surrounded him. She wanted to cup her hand and dip it into that pool of calm, pour it over her or drink deep, whatever method necessary to find her own peace.

			“Do you truly believe I am under threat?” This man was not one to waste his time. She asked anyway, hoping for a different answer. “Couldn’t the second-floor explosion have been a coincidence?”

			“Grey has a nose for danger. He wouldn’t have asked me to stay in London and pay me what he’s paying me if he didn’t think your talents have made you a target.”

			Violet sighed. “I’m not as gifted as he thinks.”

			Her new protector moved closer, until her skirts brushed his shoes. Heat raced up her neck when she remembered his hand clasping the back of her head, his hips resting against hers, and the certainty of safety in his arms.

			Her gloves had been dirtied and torn when she fell to the ground earlier. She’d left them off, and he caught her bare hand in his. In his large hands, her hand seemed alien—delicate and feminine rather than chapped and ungainly.

			There were tiny scars across the backs of her hands and the tips of her fingers.

			“Here is evidence you’ve performed a great many experiments.” The matter-of-factness of his voice contrasted with the deliberate stroke of his thumb over the mound of her palm.

			How long had it been since a man had touched Violet intimately? Excitement woke the nerves beneath her skin.

			“Is Grey wrong? Are you the most accident-prone chemist in Europe, rather than the most brilliant?”

			“He is . . .” Violet had to clear her throat for words to emerge. “He is overestimating my abilities.”

			Once again, she pictured the ferocity of Arthur’s gaze on her face as the world had exploded around them.

			“More important than my safety is the well-being of the women in the club next door. They already risk so much to come here night after night and do their work. Grey understands my devotion to the club, and I am grateful he sent you to us. Until he returns, please consider Beacon House your home.”

			Surprised at his cynical expression, she squeezed his hand. “You might find us unconventional. I like to think we are nevertheless a happy household. You must call me Violet.”

			His jaw tensed for one moment before his expression froze into a mask of indifference. “I am your bodyguard. Not your friend. Not a guest. Grey is paying me money to stay here and keep you safe.”

			A chill prickled the exposed skin of her neck at his words.

			Arthur dropped her hand. “My task is to keep you alive and unhurt, nothing more nor less.”

			No frost chilled his voice, and no disdain crossed his face. Nothing in his tone or manner gave any hint to the feelings within, but in a blink, he stood two feet away, hands behind his back.

			The loss of his touch left her light-headed. “I did not mean to offend,” she said. “I meant to make you welcome in my home while you carry out your duties.”

			“Don’t.” The word dropped between them like a rock tossed into the water and cleared away the sensual haze as effectively as an icy splash. “Let me do my job. Anything more than that, and you become a distraction. Distraction leads to failure. In my line of work, if I’ve failed, it means you are dead.”
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			A PLATE OF kippers on the table in front of him beheld Arthur with more sympathy than the ladies of Athena’s Retreat had last night. Lucky for him, they hadn’t witnessed his manner toward Lady Greycliff afterward.

			What had Miss Fenley said? A bullet travels eight hundred and thirty feet per second. In the time it takes to look away, an assassin could complete their mission.

			He’d seen it happen. Twenty years ago, Arthur had lost sight of his mission, and a man had died.

			Pushing Violet away made sense. Must have been a trick of the light that made her smile appear to quaver, and her lively eyes turn wary and sad—nothing to do with him.

			Now, his first morning on the job, he held a staring contest with his breakfast at a long oak table in the kitchen of Beacon House, an array of covered dishes set down the center. Around the table sat household staff in small clusters, talking and joking as they broke their fast, the smells of tea, eggs, porridge with nutmeg and cinnamon, salted mackerel, and rolls filling the air.

			Mrs. Sweet walked among them, urging some to refill their plates, conferring with others about the chores ahead. The housekeeper exuded an aura of competence and dynamism, her dark brown skin glowing in the morning light coming through the sparkling kitchen windows. Turning her wide amber-colored eyes toward Arthur, she made her way to his side.

			The staff, who had been peeking at him with curiosity since he’d planted himself among them, now turned his way.

			“You will be happy to learn that Lady Greycliff has added to the staff at the club next door,” Mrs. Sweet announced. “Mr. Kneland will be serving as the Retreat’s majordomo.”

			Violet had revealed to the housekeeper Arthur’s real purpose here. She spoke of her staff with as much warmth and affection as some might speak of their family and insisted that keeping secrets from Mrs. Sweet was impossible. To the rest of the domestics, he was simply a new hire.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Sweet,” he said. “It is obvious to me that you run this house with maximum efficiency and to great success. I see my role as taking the burdens off your shoulders, ensuring the security of Athena’s Retreat, and trying to keep the business of the club separate from what goes on in Beacon House.”

			The staff approved. A few sighs of relief mingled in with their respectful nods.

			Arthur wished the coven could take their lessons from the members of Lady Greycliff’s household. As Mrs. Sweet introduced each of them to Arthur, they pledged their enthusiastic participation in any changes he might soon make. By the end of the afternoon, Arthur had a thorough overview of daily life in Beacon House. The servants were happy, well paid, and devoted to Lady Greycliff.

			This was a problem.

			What he needed were a few broken windows that awaited repairs, unpaid coalmen, and anonymous late-night visitors who gained access from secret entrances.

			“If they don’t pay the coalman, he has a grudge, alongside access to a house. It is the first place someone wanting to make mischief would enter and, therefore, the first place they would be caught,” Arthur explained later in Mrs. Sweet’s sitting room.

			When he first called on her, he’d had a nasty shock. Shelves full of glass jars filled with various internal organs suspended in colored liquids ran up one wall. Opposite those shelves hung a fully articulated human skeleton.

			When his gaze fell on a sheaf of paper illustrated with intricate anatomical drawings, he finally twigged to Mrs. Sweet’s identity.

			“Is every woman in this house a scientist?” he’d asked. “Is little Alice an ornithologist? Cook, is she a mathematician?”

			“Don’t be silly. Alice’s interests lie in celestial mechanics, not zoology. I am studying to be a physician,” Mrs. Sweet answered. “That is, I am conducting preliminary studies on my own until I find a medical college to accept me.”

			Arthur sighed and took a seat. Mrs. Sweet hoped some medical college would take her? He’d never heard of a female doctor, let alone a Black female doctor.

			Hope was a rare and precious commodity, especially in London. Around every corner stood an edifice to abandoned prospects and loss of faith. He said nothing, therefore, about her aspirations. It would do no good; dreams were sticky things, not easily banished.

			He changed the subject to household scheduling while she laid out a tea tray. A plate of unappetizing biscuits lay between them—Mrs. Sweet did not approve of cakes—but the grassy peach smell of Darjeeling was pleasant enough.

			“Too much sugar leads to a bilious liver,” she explained.

			His mam’s kitchen was never without the scent of shortbread in the air. The silvery chime of his sister’s laugh sounded in his ears, and a stray memory of how few tarts arrived from the oven to the table caused his stomach to rumble at the same time his throat tightened with loss.

			Memories of his wee sister had ambushed him since he’d returned to England. The smell of crushed gorse and treacle would stop him in his tracks, and more than once he’d turned at the sound of tiny feet running behind him.

			Hers wasn’t the only ghost to greet his homecoming, however.

			“I suppose that makes sense.” Mrs. Sweet’s voice pulled him back to the present when she referred to his earlier observations regarding coalmen. “Our staff is devoted to Lady Greycliff. She is exceptionally kind to the staff and more than generous with workmen and shopkeepers,” she said. “Doesn’t that mean you have fewer people to worry about?”

			“It makes my work more difficult,” he explained. “Say the lady received nighttime visitors. The maids wouldn’t tell me. They’d want to protect her reputation. That leaves me ignorant of whether someone from outside has easy access to her bedroom window. A vulnerable point that an assassin could exploit.”

			Mrs. Sweet clucked in disdain. “I can assure you, Mr. Kneland, there are no sorts of immoral goings-on in this house. Lady Greycliff has had no visitors upstairs since her husband died.”

			Arthur chose to ignore the treacherous rush of satisfaction at that statement and held up a hand to halt her scold. “I put forth a hypothetical scenario. I am certain Lady Greycliff is a model of respectability.” And loneliness? She was thirty years of age. With her beauty and good humor, why wasn’t she remarried? “I am simply pointing out that your happy household makes my task more difficult.”

			Difficult or not, Arthur would treat this assignment like any other.

			No matter how appealing his charge.
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			“AND THIS ROOM here functions as the club stillroom. As you can see, our herbs are labeled clearly. Saffron, sage, and so forth. You won’t see anything out of the ordinary, Arthur.”

			Her bodyguard grimaced at the sound of his given name, but Violet refused to treat the man who might have to step between her and sudden death as though he were of no account.

			Earlier today, she’d stopped in the kitchen and almost missed him sitting in a corner, chatting quietly to two of the footmen. Wearing black trousers and a dull grey coat, he resembled any other household servant. Shoulders stooped, weary feet propped on the bottom rung of another chair, he blended in with his surrounds, transformed from the vigilant and capable man she met the other night.

			Her late husband had complained that Violet had no interest in any man who could not match her intellect. He said her failure as a hostess was because she didn’t appreciate the company of those who preferred dancing to distillation.

			Untrue. She enjoyed speaking with anyone who had a passion for what they did, whether a master carpenter or a member
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