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            Chapter One

         
         Ash knew all too well that there were two varieties of pleasure in life. The first included art, fine weather, good company,
            and all the rest of the world’s benign delights. A man could hold these pleasures at arm’s length, appreciate them with the
            proper detachment, and not mourn their absence overmuch. But a fellow could be ruined by overindulgence in the second category
            of pleasure: rich food, strong drink, high stakes gaming.
         

         
         Verity Plum belonged squarely in the latter category.

         
         For all she was one of Ash’s dearest friends and one of the few constants in his life, for all she and her brother were now
            the closest thing to family that he had in this country, being near her was a pleasure he meted out for himself in small doses,
            like the bottle of French brandy he kept in his clothes press, lest he succumb to the emotional equivalent of gout.
         

         
         As a very young man he had compared Verity, pen in hand and smudged spectacles balanced on the tip of her nose, to a bird
            diligently building a nest. Ten years later he knew it to have been the romantic delusion of a youthful idiot not to have
            straightaway seen the bloodlust lurking behind the spectacles; she bore more in common with a hawk picking the meat from its
            prey’s bones than with a songbird collecting twigs and leaves.
         

         
         He had arrived in town late the previous night, when the house was dark and the doors locked. He let himself in using the
            latchkey Mr. Plum had given him ten years ago and which he still carried on a string around his neck. Weary from the journey
            from Portsmouth and loath to wake the household, he left his satchel at the foot of the stairs, climbed up to the spare room,
            and went promptly to sleep. When he woke, a cup of coffee and a buttered roll sat on the table beside his bed, and his satchel
            rested on a hard-backed chair, which meant somebody at least knew he had arrived. Could be Verity, could be Nate, could be
            old Nan, who still came in every morning to do the cleaning. Could be a stray vagabond off the streets or one of the impecunious
            writers who often made their home in the garrets of the Holywell Street premises of Plum & Company, Printers and Booksellers.
         

         
         Now he cast his gaze around Verity’s study, taking in the cobwebs in every corner and the teetering piles of books, the grate
            that sat empty, the windowpane that had been cracked for over a decade. He would miss the tidy set of rooms he had shared
            with Roger. He would miss Roger, full stop. A sick chasm of loss threatened to open inside him. Ash’s earliest memory was
            going to live with Roger as an apprentice engraver; before that was only a series of flickering images, fractured and haunting,
            scarcely seeming to belong to Ash at all. But from the point he had gone to Roger, he had a home, a name, a place to belong.
            He had lived with Roger for over fifteen years, first as his apprentice, then as a colleague, always as a friend. A few days
            earlier, when Roger was preparing to board the ship that would take him to Italy, to a climate more suited to his failing
            lungs, his parting words had been to advise that Ash stay with the Plums. “Yes, yes, you might well hire a quite respectable
            set of rooms, but you’ll be talking to the shadows and naming every spider and earwig within a week. Stay with the Plums.”
            His mentor had been pale, his voice weak from coughing, his thin gray hair whipping in the wind, so his advice, quite possibly
            the last words he would speak to Ash in this world, had the weight of a dying request.
         

         
         “I could still come with you,” Ash had said again. He had made this offer so many times it had taken on the cadence of a prayer.
            “It’s not too late.” He spoke the words into the wind, to be carried away, off the shores of this island he would never leave.
         

         
         “I really can’t see how you expect me to recover when I’m worried about you,” Roger had replied, clasping the younger man’s
            hands. “It’s too much to ask.”
         

         
         “It’s just seasickness,” Ash replied pointlessly, because they both remembered vividly what had happened on the packet to
            Calais all those years ago, and then on the agonizing return journey to Dover. A storm-tossed ship was a perilous place to
            have a seizure.
         

         
         “And I just have a summer cold,” Roger had responded. And so Ash had embraced his friend one last time, watched the boat sail
            away, and then headed for London.
         

         
         Watching Verity now, as she scribbled on a blotted and crumpled piece of paper, her pale brown hair doing unspeakable things
            and a vast quantity of ink on her fingers, the grief that had dogged him since Portsmouth started to thin, only to be displaced
            by something else entirely. She must have encountered a particularly galling turn of phrase in the manuscript she was working
            on, because she made a strangled sound of outrage as she scribbled it out. How many times had he seen her perform just that
            movement over the years? He ought to be used to how she affected him, but during the months in Bath—that last, futile effort
            to see if the waters might restore Roger’s health—he must have forgotten how to resist her. He couldn’t remember how he used
            to guard his heart against this sudden rush of fondness.
         

         
         Without rising to his feet, he reached for an andiron and prodded the fire back to life. He still had on his gloves and coat
            to ward off the chill, but Verity had doubtless been toiling away in this cold room since breakfast. She occasionally made
            a sound of approval or a tut of frustration as she turned a page, and her pencil was forever scratching along the manuscript,
            but otherwise she worked in silence, perfectly still at the desk in the small room above the bookshop that she used as her
            office. The fire hissed, Ash idly paged through a book he had open on his lap, and Verity worked.
         

         
         Finally she turned over the last page. “Guess how many times Nate used the word liberty in this week’s Register,” she said without looking up from her paper, as if it hadn’t been six months since they had last seen one another.
         

         
         He suppressed a smile and mentally awarded her a point in the game of feigned mutual indifference they had been playing for
            a decade. He didn’t know which of them had started it or why, but he would hardly know how to act if they dropped the pretense.
         

         
         “Four?” he asked.

         
         “Sixteen!” She put her pen down and looked at him for the first time. There was ink on her cheekbone. “In a single article.”

         
         “How tedious of him,” Ash remarked lightly. Not for love or money would Ash throw himself between the Plum siblings when they
            were engaged in one of their skirmishes. Three was a difficult number for friendships, and only by careful neutrality did
            Ash preserve their balance. “Is it any good?”
         

         
         “If his goal is to get himself hanged or transported, then yes, I’d say it’s quite effective. Sometimes I think he actually
            wants to get arrested.”
         

         
         Ash thought this was entirely possible. The letters he had received in Bath from friends as well as from Nate and Verity themselves
            suggested that the arguments between brother and sister on the subject of printing outright seditious libel were escalating
            even faster than the battles between radicals and the government. “He feels strongly about Pentrich,” Ash said, striving for
            diplomacy.
         

         
         Verity snorted. “He damned well does feel strongly. And so do I. But I can’t see what good his swinging by a rope will do
            anybody. I daresay this government would be only too glad to see us all dead, then there wouldn’t be anybody left to object.”
            She took off her spectacles and rubbed her eyes, smudging ink across her cheek. “He’s been saying he wants to travel north
            for the execution.”
         

         
         Ash frowned. While in Bath, with all his attention on Roger’s failing health, he had followed the events in the newspaper
            as he might the tidings of a far-off land. In Pentrich, Derbyshire, some poor benighted fools, half-mad with hunger and deluded
            by the lies of a government spy, armed with nothing more than scythes and knives and a harebrained set of demands, had been
            convicted of high treason. Surrounded by clean white streets and well-fed gentlefolk, the stories coming from the North seemed
            remote, something that belonged in the past. Roger railed against tyranny until he coughed too hard to speak, while Ash listened
            with half an ear and reserved his anger for a God who seemed intent on leaving Ash alone in the world.
         

         
         “The trouble with Nate,” Ash said, “is that he’s twice as clever as he needs to be.”

         
         “You wouldn’t think so if you read this article,” Verity countered. “He knows I can’t manage the press if he goes to prison,
            and even less if I’m in prison as an accessory.” She removed a pin from the knot of hair at the back of her head and used
            it to fasten a curl that had stubbornly worked its way loose, only succeeding in dislodging two more curls in the process.
            “At any rate, I altered some of the more incendiary phrases so at least this week’s issue won’t be the death of us.”
         

         
         She had probably also made her brother’s arguments twice as cogent and therefore three times as annoying to the government,
            but she knew that already. “Let me have a look at it.” He reached out and she placed the sheaf of papers in his hand.
         

         
         Nate’s bold scrawl unraveled across the page like a tangled skein of yarn, marked with slashes and arrows, then interwoven
            with Verity’s minuscule copperplate handwriting. Charlie, the Plums’ apprentice, would render a fair copy for Verity or Nate
            to approve before setting type, but Ash had enough practice to decipher Nate’s writing without much trouble. He read a few
            lines and raised an eyebrow. “Mentioning the guillotine was perhaps a bridge too far.” Verity had struck that line out with
            a stroke that nearly pierced the paper.
         

         
         “You see I’m not exaggerating, then?” she demanded, her eyes bright with the prospect of an argument won.

         
         “Mmm,” he murmured, trying to sound noncommittal. But even with Verity’s revisions, this article would at the very least bring
            the Register in for a level of scrutiny that would do its publishers no good. The entire country looked like a pot about to boil and Nate
            was all too eager to throw himself right into the hot water.
         

         
         She leaned forward and he found himself looking up from the paper expectantly, his own posture mirroring hers. “Heaven help
            me, I missed you, Ash.”
         

         
         He was taken aback by this foray into earnestness but did his best to hide his surprise behind a mask of cool indifference,
            quickly refocusing his gaze on the paper. He wanted to tell her that she absolutely needed to stop saying that sort of thing,
            that he had spent years on the edge of a precipice, and it would take only the slightest breeze to tip him over completely.
            But he didn’t think their friendship could survive that kind of honesty: if they acknowledged the potential he felt between
            them, then they’d want to do something about it. Then he’d lose her. Ash had endured too many losses, and was not willing
            to lose either of the Plums. So he leaned back in his chair and raised an eyebrow. “Understandable,” he said with a blandness
            that was only possible after a decade of practice. “Without me around, you’d be the worst radical on the premises.”
         

         
         Verity laughed, a merry gurgle that made Ash’s heart almost hurt. “Speak for yourself. I’m an exceptionally good radical.
            Otherwise I would have let my brother print this bilge unedited even though it would be as good as turning him over to the
            redcoats. What I meant is that it’s reassuring not to be the only one in the house who has second thoughts about giving up
            one’s life and safety for a good cause. You heard that Mr. Hone was arrested?” William Hone, another publisher, had earlier
            that year spent two months in jail on charges of seditious libel. “He’s being treated as a hero. And he is, but I spent the
            entire summer worried that Nate would be next. I suppose that’s selfish, but so be it.”
         

         
         Ash raised an imaginary glass in a toast to the idea of not going to prison. He was not terribly keen on imprisonment himself,
            being fairly certain a seizure on a stone floor would not be one he would survive.
         

         
         “How long has it been since the last time you lived with us?” Verity asked, tilting her head and looking at him as if she
            had just noticed he was there.
         

         
         “Four years? It was in ’13 that Roger and I took the set of rooms near Finsbury Square.” They had lodged with the Plums when
            first coming to London, and then occasionally returned to stay with them in between hired sets of rooms. They had changed
            residences often, always hoping that it was the damp of a previous lodging that had left Roger in an increasingly worrisome
            state of health.
         

         
         “Truly, Ash, I’m glad to have you back,” she said, with a frank wistfulness that made Ash’s heart thud in his chest. “You’ve
            always been a stabilizing influence on Nate.”
         

         
         Ash tried not to be disappointed that Verity had missed him only insofar as his presence helped Nate. She had always thought
            first of her brother; this was nothing new, although the little worry lines that appeared around her eyes when she spoke of
            him definitely were.
         

         
         From beyond the thin sooty window he heard the bells of St. Clement’s chime for the second time since he had come in. It was
            time to leave. He hoisted himself to his feet and looked down at Verity. She was polishing her spectacles on the hem of her
            shawl; a tumble of tea-brown hair had worked its way loose to fall into her face, and that smudge of ink remained beneath
            her right eye. She must have sensed him looking at her, because she glanced up. Their gazes caught and lingered a moment too
            long. Ash promptly rose to his feet and left, closing the door behind him. If he let looks like that happen, they’d all find
            out exactly how fragile their arrangement was.
         

         
          

         How one was meant to feed all these people on a couple of mutton chops Verity did not know. Supper was supposed to serve four:
            herself, Nate, Ash, and Charlie. But Nate had come home with three friends he met at the pub, which would have been bad enough
            even if he hadn’t evidently also invited Amelia Allenby, the half-grown daughter of Verity’s friend. At half past seven, a
            carriage pulled up in front of the house and disgorged a girl in pearl earbobs and a white muslin frock, dressed as if she
            were going to dine with the great and good of the land, rather than pick at too few mutton chops and be an eyewitness to sedition.
            Amelia was seventeen and looked upon Nate with a degree of hero worship that nobody who brought three hungry radicals home
            to dinner deserved.
         

         
         Why did it always have to be something like chops when there were unexpected guests? Six days out of seven they had stew of
            varying consistencies, starting out as something reasonably substantial but stretched and thinned as the week wore on, until
            it became a sort of watery potato soup. She supposed Nan found a bargain on mutton at the market that morning. At least there
            were plenty of fresh rolls from the baker. When the dish of mutton was passed around, she handed it to Ash without saying
            a word. He caught her eye and passed the dish to Amelia on his right without taking any meat for himself.
         

         
         “Never worry, Plum,” he said in a low murmur that made her remember that he was, unfortunately, a man; if she had learned
            anything in her quarter century in this city it was that men were more trouble than they were worth. “I have a bottle of wine
            and some cheese upstairs. I’ll bring you some later.”
         

         
         “How provident of you,” she said, telling herself very firmly that she was not to lean closer to Ash. “Clearly you remember
            what it takes to survive in this house.” The Plums had never kept a decent table, not even in Verity’s mother’s day, and Verity
            often wondered that they had any supper guests whatsoever. Not that Ash was a guest; he was, technically, a lodger, which
            meant he paid for this nipfarthing supper. She sighed. “But I truly can’t—”
         

         
         She was interrupted by raised voices from Nate’s end of the table.

         
         “They were sentenced to be hanged, drawn, and quartered. In 1817.” Nate smacked his knife down with a thump that shook the
            table. “Of course I’m outraged. A group of men, after being convicted in a sham trial, are to have the entrails taken out
            of their still-living bodies. Why wouldn’t I be outraged?”
         

         
         “I don’t think it’ll come to that,” said one of the hearty young men, brandishing an entire mutton chop on the end of his
            fork. “I don’t recall hearing about Despard and his conspirators being disemboweled, although I was only a boy when that happened.”
         

         
         “Drawing doesn’t refer to the drawing out of the entrails,” said Amelia in her polished and plummy accent, as if this were
            normal dinner table conversation. Verity noted that the girl had not taken any meat, and appeared to be contenting herself
            with boiled carrots and a roll. “It refers to the drawing of the convict behind a horse. I was reading about it in a book
            on the Plantagenets.”
         

         
         “Were all those medieval chaps disemboweled just for fun, then?” the young man asked, leaning across the table towards Amelia.
            “Just a bit of a flourish on the executioner’s behalf, eh?” Verity had the alarming sense that the boy was attempting to flirt
            with Amelia. Trust one of Nate’s friends to flirt by means of discussing capital punishment.
         

         
         “We’re eating,” Verity pointed out, knowing it was hopeless. “Maybe we can save the talk of disembowelment for later.”

         
         “Or never,” Ash suggested. “Never would do.”

         
         “You are missing the point,” Nate said, entirely ignoring his sister and directly addressing Ash. “For them to be killed at
            all is barbaric. It’s nothing less than murder.”
         

         
         “Of course it’s nothing less than murder,” Ash said in that deep, steady voice that he had always used to calm Nate down.
            “It’s worse than murder, because it will go unpunished. And of course the trial was grossly wrong and unfair. We all know
            that. We all agree at this table.” My God, they had been through this often enough in the past months. Verity opened her mouth
            to say as much but Ash, without looking at her, made a shooing gesture under the table which she interpreted as Shut up, Plum. “The only point on which we disagree is whether you’re going to print a lunatic screed that gets us all arrested.”
         

         
         “What I wrote is the truth,” Nate answered, sounding more like a child of ten than a grown man of past twenty.

         
         “A fat lot of good the truth has ever done anyone,” Verity burst out, unable to hold her tongue. “Besides, even the truth
            can be couched in words that don’t get anyone brought before a judge.”
         

         
         “Wooler was acquitted!” Nate protested, referring to a publisher who that summer had been tried for seditious libel after
            publishing material criticizing the House of Lords. “And I’m certain Hone will be, when he’s tried later this autumn.”
         

         
         “And Mr. Cobbett went to America to avoid another turn in prison,” she shot back, alluding to a fellow reformer who had once
            spent two years in prison for a pamphlet that was critical of the government. As soon as Lord Sidmouth ordered the arrest
            and prosecution of anyone suspected of printing sedition, Cobbett had sailed to New York.
         

         
         “William Cobbett is an old man,” her brother retorted.

         
         “My father says he’s done with politics,” said one of the young printers, adopting a self-consciously conciliatory tone that
            made Verity want to crack her dinner plate over his head. “He says he’ll only trade in obscenity from now on. Says people
            will always pay for that, paper duty or no paper duty.”
         

         
         “Less time in prison too,” said another man. “And no chance of being done up for treason. Three years hard? Piddling stuff.”
            Verity could not determine whether he was joking.
         

         
         “Better than transportation or hanging,” pointed out the first young man.

         
         “Or disembowelment,” agreed the other. They clinked their glasses together in happy salute of the manageable punishment for
            printing obscenities.
         

         
         Verity sighed. “I’m so sorry,” she told Amelia once the young men had all resumed their quarrel. “They haven’t any manners
            at all.”
         

         
         “This is much more interesting than the dinners I usually attend,” she said brightly. Seventeen was young enough for anything
            to be interesting, Verity supposed.
         

         
         “I daresay your mother has kept you well clear of sedition and blasphemy. I’ll have to apologize to her.” Verity groaned inwardly
            at the prospect. It had been half a year since she and Portia Allenby had ceased being lovers. But they had been friends before,
            and Portia seemed determined that they would remain friends, even though every moment they spent together reminded Verity
            of how very ill-suited she was for affection, romance, and possibly even friendship.
         

         
         Amelia furrowed her brow. “All those scientists she has on her Wednesday nights are quite blasphemous, at least if my understanding
            of their science and general theology are correct.”
         

         
         Portia Allenby had once been the mistress of a wealthy nobleman and now held a salon at which writers, scientists, and other
            luminaries gathered. She let her daughters have run of the house no matter what topics were being discussed. But Verity had
            to think that Portia might not want her eldest daughter to be at a dinner table where there was frank disparagement of the
            government without the benefit of decent food and wax candles. Good wine helped a great deal to make conversation seem academic
            rather than something that could at any moment spill out into the streets and end with pitchforks and treason trials.
         

         
         “Would you ever trade in . . .” Amelia bit her lip, plainly at a loss for words. “In the sort of material the young men were
            talking about?”
         

         
         “Lewd novels?” Verity supplied. “Explicit prints? If they were any good, perhaps.” Beside her, she heard Ash’s low laugh.
            “Well, I would,” she insisted. “We don’t put out many books, but I’d make an exception. My father always said that more than
            one bookseller made his fortune on clandestine printings of Fanny Hill. But I wouldn’t put out another Fanny Hill, which I dare say a number of gentlemen have found very amusing, but it doesn’t have much in it for the ladies.”
         

         
         Now she could feel Ash’s gaze on her and it gave Verity a strange feeling to be talking about obscene literature so close
            to him. With so many people crowded around the small table, her shoulder nearly touched his.
         

         
         “You and your brother are no different,” he said, an indulgent half smile playing on his lips. “Any other person would be
            coming up with law-abiding ways to keep the business afloat. The two of you are fighting over which laws to break.”
         

         
         “If I printed that sort of thing, I’d be most careful, I assure you. Only the best filth for Plum and Company’s readership.”

         
         Later, after Nate and his friends left to get soused at a gin house and Amelia had been collected by her mother’s carriage,
            Ash and Verity sat amidst the remains of supper and the wine from Ash’s room.
         

         
         “Revolution is all he speaks of,” she said while splitting the last roll and giving half to Ash. “And in turn all I talk about
            is the need for prudence, and so we go round and round. I think we’ve been having the same conversation since you left for
            Bath.” The wine had gone to her head a bit. Her thoughts were muzzy and her speech was free. “I feel like a prison warden.
            Or a very cross nursery maid. I’m always scolding Nate or counting farthings or wondering where the last candle went.” These
            repeated quarrels were robbing her of her affection for her brother, the bookshop, and her work. There was so little joy in
            it, and these days there wasn’t even the thrill of working for a good cause, because she felt precious little hope for success
            in the face of a government bent on tyranny. She drained her glass. “With you here, though, I’m not alone.” Good God, she
            was more than a little drunk if she was being that maudlin out loud.
         

         
         Ash emptied the wine bottle into her glass. “You’ve never been alone. You have dozens of people in and out of this house every
            day—your writers, workers, customers, other booksellers. I’ve been back less than a day, I haven’t left the house, and I’ve
            already seen almost everyone I know in this city.” The firelight glinted off his dark hair and cast shadows across the strong
            planes of his face. She hastily looked away.
         

         
         “That’s not what I meant.” All those people who came and went wanted or needed something from her. That was the common thread
            running through every relationship Verity had known, starting with her overbearing father and continuing right through to
            Portia Allenby. What Verity offered was never enough and now she had nothing left to give. Giving more would mean nothing
            remained for herself. And maybe that made her hard and unfeeling, but she’d live with that if the alternative was self-effacement.
         

         
         She felt the warmth of his hand on top of hers and nearly startled in her seat. By unspoken consent, they seldom touched.
            They had never discussed the parameters of their friendship, but they measured out these touches as carefully as any housewife
            measured out the lumps in the sugar bowl. They were for special occasions, feast days, homecomings. Two, three touches a year.
            Any more frequent and heaven knew what would happen.
         

         
         Verity knew exactly what would happen, though. Sometimes she let herself think of it, when night had fallen and she had the
            sheets pulled up to her chin. It was important that it never actually come to pass, because Ash was the type who would get
            ideas and insist on marriage. And the last thing in the world Verity needed was a husband. She had seen what marriage had
            done to her mother: it had worn her down, whittled her away at the edges until she had all but disappeared. Partly that was
            because her father had not been a particularly kind man. He had been a radical and a democrat; he had memorized passages from
            Mary Wollstonecraft’s book. But as far as Verity could tell, the man had never once thought to apply those ideas to his own
            wife. It was, Verity assumed, the old adage about power corrupting: marriage gave a man too much unchecked power over his
            wife and children, transforming otherwise decent men into petty tyrants. Her mother had ultimately been dependent on the whims
            of a man who was both mercurial and self-serving, critical and harsh. Verity had fought hard to maintain a degree of control
            over her fate: Plum and Company was hers as much as it was Nate’s, both on paper and as a matter of practical fact. The only
            people she relied on were those whose wages she paid. The prospect of a husband—and children, presumably—would make that independence
            impossible.
         

         
         “Look at me,” Ash said, his voice low, and Verity managed to tear her gaze away from where their hands touched. She turned
            her face up to his. The candles had burnt down and the room was lit only by the fire and one weakly flickering lamp, but she
            could see the dusting of new beard on his jawline, the dark gleam of his eyes. She allowed herself to appreciate how very
            handsome he was, another practice she allowed only in the strictest moderation. His hair was nearly black and fell in haphazard
            waves across his forehead. His jaw was strong but his eyelashes were decadently pretty and he had a few utterly incongruous
            freckles scattered across his nose. There. She had noticed all those things and still was quite in her right mind.
         

         
         “Plum,” Ash said, and she had the fleeting impression that he was looking at her with the same tightly leashed admiration.
            He shook his head and let go of her hand. That ought to have been enough to restore their normal equilibrium, but she could
            still feel the traces of his touch on her. Later, when she was back at her desk, working by the light of a guttering candle,
            she caught herself wishing that Ash were with her, that his hand was on hers and his body beside hers. She had the uneasy
            sense that something between them had shifted out of place and she did not know how to put it back the way it belonged.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         After a thankless morning spent settling bills and paying wages, Verity had to face the fact that the amount left over was
            less than it had been the month before, or even the month before that. All the booksellers of her acquaintance had the same
            complaint: bread wasn’t getting any cheaper and neither was coal, so people were buying fewer books. They were also buying
            fewer broadsides, pamphlets, tracts, ballads, and the rest of their stock in trade. Plum’s Weekly Register, which their father had founded twenty years ago, and which Nate and Verity now published, accounted for the bulk of their
            profits. She had no doubt that people paid their sixpence to read Nate’s impassioned tirades. If, as she had been begging
            him, he toned them down, they would lose readers.
         

         
         She needed to come up with another way to bring in a bit of extra money, and she thought perhaps a monthly magazine for women
            of a class wealthy enough to afford the paper tax might be just the thing to get them through the winter, if only Verity had
            the faintest idea what ladies wanted to read. She supposed she ought to know herself, although she was not precisely a lady,
            due to her father having been a common printer rather than an overbred drain on society. But when she considered what she
            wanted to read—political treatises, occasional broadsides, and too many novels than she really ought to make time for—it didn’t
            correspond at all with the material she found in the ladies’ magazines that were spread out on the desk before her. She had
            no use for fashion plates, because she could not afford new gowns; nor did she care for maudlin verse, improving tales, or
            the sort of society gossip that was punctuated with a superfluity of exclamation marks. She doubted such fare was what most
            women wished to read.
         

         
         She was turning this puzzle over in her mind when the chatter from downstairs altered. Nate and Charlie had been laughing
            with the men in the workroom, but they abruptly went silent. This usually meant that a customer had come into the shop. An
            actual, paying customer, not one of the men Nate slipped pamphlets to without collecting the tax. But it couldn’t have been
            a customer because a moment later she heard the light tread of expensively shod feet heading up the bare wooden stairs.
         

         
         When she saw Portia Allenby standing gracefully in the doorway, Verity’s first thought was that she wished she had worn something
            else. Not that she had anything fine to wear even if she had wanted to, but she did not know how two people were meant to
            converse as equals when one wore an ink-stained frock of mouse-colored wool, three years old, much mended and twice turned
            at the cuffs, and the other wore—she didn’t quite know what Portia Allenby was wearing. The various trims and elegancies that
            adorned Portia’s person were, to Verity, emblems of a world she found both alien and objectionable. But at the same time Verity
            couldn’t help but see herself through the eyes of her former lover: shabby, hungry, and lacking.
         

         
         Portia always looked like a small army of lady’s maids had buffed and polished her to a high luster before sending her forth
            to grace mere mortals with her presence. Her hair was black, her skin ivory, her profile immaculate. Verity happened to know
            that Portia Allenby had passed her thirty-fifth birthday, but looking at her, anyone could be forgiven for having thought
            she was indeed her daughter Amelia’s slightly older sister.
         

         
         “Portia,” Verity said, rising to her feet. “I haven’t any tea,” she blurted out. She also hadn’t any other potential refreshment
            to offer guests. She hastily glanced around the room, as if she’d somehow notice that it was less drab and dingy than usual,
            as if the musty scent of books and damp would choose today to dissipate, and the windows would spontaneously shed their layers
            of soot and grime. This was her room, in her house, where she ran her business, and most of the time she was proud of it.
            Not when Portia Allenby stood there in all her splendor, though. Since they had ended their affair, they had confined their
            meetings to Portia’s house, and now Verity remembered why.
         

         
         Portia stepped forward and clasped Verity’s hands before Verity could warn her to beware getting ink on her pretty gloves.
            At this close range, Verity could detect the perfume that always lingered close to Portia’s person. Perhaps it was soap, or
            the fragrance of the powder that dusted Portia’s face, or perhaps it came in a fine glass bottle all the way from Paris. It
            smelled rich and vaguely foreign, but subtle, much like Portia herself.
         

         
         “Of course you don’t, my dear,” Portia said in her mellow, refined voice. “I’m not here to impose on you. I have the carriage
            waiting below, so I won’t keep you from your work. I wanted to drop a word in your ear about Amelia.”
         

         
         Heat began to rise in Verity’s cheeks. “I didn’t realize Nate meant to bring his friends to supper the other night. I suppose
            it was rather more raucous than Amelia is accustomed to.” She thought again of Amelia in her fine white muslin, listening
            raptly to the seditious chatter of booksellers.
         

         
         “No, no. It’s not that.” Portia sank gracefully onto the sofa, and only then did Verity realize she was still standing. She
            sat abruptly in her own chair. “I have no objection to anything that Amelia hears or anyone she might meet while in your company.
            I quite trust your judgment. My concern is more what might happen while she’s here, outside your doing.”
         

         
         “Pardon?”

         
         “A raid, my dear. An arrest. That wouldn’t do at all. She’s nearly eighteen now, and with any luck will make her debut in
            the spring.”
         

         
         “Her debut?” Verity asked. “I hadn’t realized you had such hopes for her.” During the months that she had been a near-daily
            visitor in the Allenby household, there had been a steady stream of tutors, drawing masters, French governesses, and all the
            other staff essential to the raising of elegant young ladies. But Verity had thought Portia simply meant to provide her daughters
            with a first-rate education, not prepare them to be launched into the upper echelons of society.
         

         
         “She is the daughter of a marquess. On the wrong side of the blanket, of course, but Ned acknowledged my girls as his daughters.
            Lord Gilbert acknowledges them as his sisters.”
         

         
         “And the current Lord Pembroke?”

         
         Portia pressed her lips together. “He’ll take some doing. But my point is that I don’t want to jeopardize that. Pembroke is . . .”
            She let her voice trail decorously off.
         

         
         A stuffed shirt? An unapologetic Tory? Everything that Verity had devoted her life to fighting? She couldn’t help but feel
            the insult implicit in Portia’s remarks. Of course being a guest in Verity’s home would threaten Amelia’s standing with the
            very hierarchy Verity wanted to dismantle. That was the entire point. And here Portia was asking Verity to cooperate.
         

         
         “Lord Pembroke has very precise standards,” Portia said, smoothing the fabric of her gown beneath her gloved hands. “I plan
            to ensure that Amelia adheres to those standards. Her being brought before a magistrate would quite put paid to all my hopes
            for her.”
         

         
         “All your hopes,” Verity repeated. “I thought your hopes were for her to—” Verity silenced herself, suddenly aware that the
            very sight of her—shabbily dressed and weary—must make Portia even more eager to ensure her daughters had a different fate.
            She changed tack. “A debut, though. Are you sure that’s what Amelia wants?” Verity had the strong impression that Amelia would
            prefer idling in the bookshop, arguing with Nate about the rights of man and the merits of the latest Greek translations,
            rather than dancing at balls and making polite chatter at tea parties.
         

         
         “What she wants is immaterial. The fact of the matter is that she is a marquess’s daughter. That is her birthright. Heaven
            knows it’s her only birthright. Every shilling I saved over the years has gone towards making sure the girls had every advantage.
            The entire point of the salon is to persuade people to associate with us despite our background. In order to have a salon,
            I have to have a good house and a full staff. Why do you think I did all of that? For my own amusement? No, it was for my
            girls, to make sure they had the best future they possibly could.” She sighed, causing the feathers on her hat to flutter
            sympathetically. “Marrying well is the surest way for my girls to be safe and prosperous. Their futures are not mine to throw
            away.”
         

         
         “I see,” Verity said. And she did see. She couldn’t blame Portia. Some quiet, traitorous part of her wished her own parents
            had cared half as much for her as Portia did for her daughters.
         

         
         “Of course you’re welcome to visit us at our house. At the salon or any time.” Portia managed to make this sound like a genuine
            invitation, rather than a sop to Verity’s pride.
         

         
         “But I’ll stop inviting Amelia here,” Verity said.

         
         “Thank you, my dear. And if you would do me the favor of passing that message on to your brother . . .”

         
         “As you wish.” She tried to keep the bitterness from her voice, but as soon as the words left her mouth, she knew she had
            failed.
         

         
         “Don’t be like that, Verity.”

         
         “I’m not being like anything,” Verity protested. “I’m . . . all right, I’m a bit put out to hear that you want me to bar the
            door to your daughters. But I see your point.” She let out a breath. “I just wish my brother weren’t carrying on in such a
            way as to make this necessary.”
         

         
         “We have to be so careful, otherwise people are only too ready to remember who we are.” While nobody quite forgot that Portia
            had once been the late Lord Pembroke’s mistress, they had long since decided this was a point they were happy to disregard,
            so long as they were able to attend her salon. If one had any pretenses to sophistication, one arrived at the pragmatic conclusion
            that Mrs. Allenby, in her subdued but elegant attire, attended by her genteel and intelligent daughters, was no common bit
            of muslin. The fact that she never left the house in an ensemble costing less than a hundred guineas surely didn’t hurt matters.
         

         
         “I’ll do whatever you need me to,” Verity agreed, trying to sound as if she did not mind being forced once again into the
            position of telling Nate what to do. “But I’ll warn you that Nate isn’t terribly interested in my wishes these days.” She
            arranged her inkwell so it covered up a blot of ink on her desk.
         

         
         At this, Portia frowned, an expression of outright concern marring her usually placid countenance. “Your brother,” she said,
            “has always flown close to the sun.”
         

         
          

         When Ash walked into the shop he found Nate tying up a parcel of books for Mrs. Allenby. He was deeply and mortifyingly aware
            that he would have liked Portia Allenby a good deal more if she hadn’t been Verity’s lover. Ash understood that he and Verity
            could never be together, and he accepted as the logical and reasonable conclusion that she would seek the company of other
            people. Indeed, he wished her well, in a theoretical sort of way. He just didn’t want to know about it. It wasn’t envy or
            even jealousy, he told himself, but one of their distant and quieter cousins; he couldn’t be jealous while warding off the
            warmer feelings towards Verity that he was susceptible to. And he needed to not only ward off those feelings but banish them
            to the iciest reaches of his mind. Verity and Nate were dear to him, and he couldn’t let his emotional flights of fancy compromise
            this makeshift family they had assembled.
         

         
         As he held the door open for Mrs. Allenby, he saw that the sign over the door was peeling. It was hard to guess that the letters
            were supposed to spell out Plum & Co. He had the stray notion that he ought to tell Verity, but she had likely noticed months
            ago. Since returning from Bath, he had been struck by the change in the household: cheap cuts of meat, no fires in the bedrooms,
            corners that hadn’t been dusted in a good while. The Register was now printed on a paper cheap enough to see through. Verity was saving pennies against an uncertain future. With the same
            sense of loss that he had while he watched Roger’s ship sail away, he realized that it was not at all a sure thing that there
            would even be a Plum & Company a year from now.
         

         
         “What miseries are you thinking of, Ash? Your face is—” Nate came out from behind the counter, arranging his own handsome
            face into a tragic mask.
         

         
         “Economics.”

         
         “Cheerful as ever.”

         
         “You’re one to talk. I read the latest Register and nearly walked straight into the Thames.”
         

         
         “That’s how you’re meant to feel. Then you get to the end—”

         
         “Where you dream of the hopeful future in which Lord Sidmouth is sent to the guillotine?”

         
         “Be fair, Ash.” Nate scuffed his boot on the floor. “I don’t mention the guillotine by name. I just mention that we all know
            how tyrants wind up sometimes.”
         

         
         Ash closed his eyes. “You made a pun about heads, Nathaniel.” If he kept going like this, his arrest was inevitable. And if
            he were convicted, he would be sent away for years, maybe transported, maybe even sentenced to death like those unfortunates
            in Pentrich. Watching Nate flirt with arrest filled him with the same panicked dread with which he imagined Roger hundreds
            of miles away.
         

         
         “I can’t do any more prints for you,” Ash said. In the past he had done at least one satire for the Register each month, along with his more lucrative work engraving fashion plates and frontispieces. “Prison wouldn’t agree with me.”
         

         
         “Oh, quite right, that.” He frowned apologetically, and the expression revealed lines of worry on his face.

         
         “Are you sleeping, Nate?” Ash asked. Their rooms shared a wall, and sometimes Ash heard stirring from his friend’s chamber
            well past midnight. Nate had never been a sound sleeper, and seemed to require only half the sleep of the average person,
            but now he looked haggard.
         

         
         “Not much
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