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PROLOGUE


St. James 
Winter 1822

Lucan Montwood wanted to get drunk. Dead drunk.

This gaming hell was the perfect place to start. Shadows from sconces writhed along the dark red walls in the same manner that rage roiled within him. It blazed inside of him like the brazier in the corner that kept the room uncomfortably warm. Exhaling into his glass, the charred, oaky essence of whiskey teased his nostrils. The tip of his tongue contracted, waiting for the familiar flavor. But it was no use.

No amount of liquor could erase the events of this day.

He lowered the glass down to the polished table.

“Come, come, Montwood. You’re too slow.” Rafe Danvers clinked their glasses before tipping his own back. He whistled low in appreciation and rubbed a hand through his unruly dark hair. Then, reaching for the bottle, he poured another three fingers. “Everhart and I have an entire night planned for you. This is only the first stop.”

Lucan’s friends sought to distract him. The three of them sat at a corner table. Across from him, Viscount Everhart absently scratched the bridge of his nose where he sported a sunburn. Having just returned from his latest expedition, even his short crop of hair was bleached ash blond by the sun. “Quite right. We plan to lose our shirts at hazard, and then we’re off to one of Lady Ramsey’s infamous parties for endless hours of debauchery.”

“I could not ask for better friends.” Lucan held up his glass in a salute to his fellow fallen angels. At least, that was what Lady Ramsey called them, often stating that they were too handsome to be anything other than angels, but far too wicked to be allowed in heaven. In Lucan’s case, Lady Ramsey likely didn’t know how right she was. As for Everhart and Danvers, they battled their own demons. And their strength had helped Lucan through his darkest days.

Twelve years ago, after his mother’s death, they’d offered similar methods of nurturing. Whiskey, gambling, and women. What else could a man require?

“Justice,” said the voice that raged inside him.

Earlier today, he thought the justice he craved had arrived. The man who’d beaten and abused both him and his mother, before ultimately killing her, had been arrested, although not for her murder. Instead, the crown had charged the Marquess of Camdonbury—Lucan’s father—with treason.

It was a small victory for Lucan, but he’d intended to celebrate nonetheless. For treason, the marquess could not cry “privilege of the peerage.” For treason, he would hang.

Yet when the magistrate interrogated Camdonbury for unlawfully coining ten thousand pounds, something absurd happened. The magistrate had released him. By all witness accounts, Camdonbury claimed to have evidence against his steward, Hugh Thorne. Apparently, Lucan’s father had issued a persuasive argument, because shortly thereafter, Thorne had been arrested for treason.

“Thorne has worked at Camdonbury Place for thirty years. The man is loyal to a fault,” Lucan said, more to himself than to his friends. He knew Thorne too well to believe the rumors. “It isn’t true.”

In fact, he’d been the only one who had watched over the marchioness when Lucan had gone away to school. For that alone, Thorne had earned his unswerving allegiance.

If Thorne was found guilty, he would hang by week’s end. And the Marquess of Camdonbury would claim another victim.

“Thorne is a good man. I remember how he visited you at school after . . . ” Everhart’s words trailed off into the black void that always surrounded the death of Lucan’s mother.

In all these years, Lucan hadn’t spoken of her or how she’d suffered. Because he still carried the guilt of not being able to save her.

At the thought, Lucan drained his glass. The liquor burned all the way down, adding fuel to the injustice churning in his stomach.

Danvers poured another round. “To Thorne.”

It was a somber toast, but effective. They tossed back the whiskey in one swallow, and Danvers filled the glasses once more.

Lucan studied the way the golden light from the sconces skimmed across the whiskey’s surface, his mind elsewhere. Earlier, he’d gone to the magistrate, professing Thorne’s innocence. He’d even spoken out against his own father, the same way he’d done after his mother’s death. But as before, he was escorted out onto the street.

Apparently, Camdonbury had anticipated Lucan’s actions. He’d warned the magistrate about the probability of this allegation ahead of time, claiming that his wayward son would find a way to rebel against being cut off from the family.

Lucan issued a humorless laugh. “I would like to know how a disreputable marquess can utter the words ‘cut off’ and suddenly the ton takes notice as if this was the gossip du jour.”

A short while ago, Lucan had been refused admittance to White’s after having severed all ties with the Camdonbury title. He’d been snubbed in Hyde Park. Then he’d been barred from entering the townhouse where he’d lived for years. Obviously, his landlord didn’t realize Lucan had been paying his own debts for most of his life without any familial assistance.

“This is not a matter to take lightly,” Everhart said, interlacing his fingers as he rested his forearms on the table. “Yours is not merely a threat to bind your accounts. Your father knows how you earn your living at the tables. By cutting you off, he’s removed your standing and even your credibility.”

Lucan pondered this for a moment. Everhart was the son of a duke and knew how the pressures of societal scrutiny could cripple a man’s way of life.

“Then I shall endeavor to be more charming than ever,” Lucan said with a practiced grin. Yet inside, his mind turned. His father was too cunning for today’s events to be mere happenstance. It seemed almost as if he’d planned this carefully. In one fell swoop, Camdonbury had absolved himself of any culpability of the charges against him and also made himself a martyr by having a younger son who would choose a steward over his own family. No one would question Camdonbury’s actions or blame him.

Lucan knew his father had wanted to cut him off years ago for casting a shadow of doubt on Mother’s death. He’d only needed an excuse.

Now Lucan was separated from the Camdonbury title but also from the way he made his living as a gambler. Oh, he was sure that he could still find ways to gamble. Gaming hells weren’t too particular, after all. Without credibility, however, he could sit across the table from someone who sought to cheat him and not have the ability to call him out. Even worse, he could be the accused, which made his finances and future precarious. He would have to choose his opponents carefully.

Danvers clapped his empty glass down. “Or you could simply remove yourself from town and continue your ventures elsewhere. I’ve been contemplating that very thing for a while now.”

Since Danvers’s parents had received the cut direct, he’d spent little time in society, if one discounted gaming hells and highborn widows.

“It is something to consider,” Lucan said, even while knowing that he could not remove himself from town. Not completely. He had obligations, especially now.

If Hugh Thorne were to hang by week’s end, then who would watch over his daughter?

Admittedly, Frances Thorne was only a year younger than Lucan and quite capable. He suspected that in the years since her mother’s death, she’d been watching over her father more than the other way around.

She was no longer the same young girl who’d visited her father at Camdonbury Place and had stolen surreptitious glances at Lucan when their paths crossed. Despite his most honorable of intentions, Lucan had stolen a few as well and flirted on occasion. Yet he’d always maintained his distance. Of course, he told himself that the reason was because she was the daughter of the family steward. One did not dally with the servants or their families, after all. However, he often wondered if there was another reason, but instinct told him not to pursue the answer.

Nonetheless, he did keep an eye out for her. The Thorne family cook was a chatty woman who was easily persuaded into conversation with the milkman. Coincidentally, that same milkman earned a few coins for his trouble when he relayed the same conversation to Lucan’s cook. Or former cook, rather, as of today. Along with his former home and former bed.

Lucan furrowed his brow. It was selfish to think about where he would live from this day forward, when Hugh Thorne had much larger worries.

“You require another distraction,” Everhart said to Lucan in such an austere tone that few would dare contradict him. “Let’s adjourn to the inner sanctum of the hazard room.”

“Aye. It’s time for some sport,” Danvers agreed, leading the way.

Lucan agreed as well, though for different reasons. He wanted to forget the look on Hugh Thorne’s face.

The man had been in a complete state of shock when the Bow Street Runners had escorted him in shackles to the magistrate’s office that afternoon. Standing outside on the pavement, Miss Thorne had been pale with worry, twisting a lace handkerchief in her grasp. He’d never seen her look fragile until that moment. The impulse to go to her and offer comfort had been impossible to deny. He’d even bumped shoulders with someone as he was escorted through the door.

When he stood before Frances, however, her gaze had turned hard. She’d speared him with palpable hatred, no doubt seeing him as much at fault as his father. Without a word, she expressed a vow to hate Lucan until the end of his days. In answer, he silently vowed to make amends. Such was the sum of their unspoken communication before they parted ways.

It wasn’t until later that Lucan wondered why she’d been there alone. From what he knew, Roger Quinlin had been courting her for the past two years. As a suitor, it would have been Quinlin’s responsibility to comfort Miss Thorne and to see if anything could be done for her father.

Yet now as Lucan entered the green-and-gold room in the center of the gaming hell, who should Lucan see but Roger Quinlin. Amidst the raucous clamor of gentlemen crowded around the long, oval felted table, the man in question shouted at his dice. Quinlin was wild-eyed, with a hank of mud brown hair drooping over his forehead, and one hand gripping the upraised lip of the table. Lucan had seen the look of desperation on enough men to recognize it in an instant.

He wasn’t the only one who noticed either. Danvers turned his head and spoke low. “What are the odds that he bet his last shilling?”

“I’ve seen sharks in the Indian Ocean that looked less hungry,” Everhart replied, doubtless remarking on the frenzy of men who’d wagered against the caster. The scent of blood was ripe in the air.

Both Danvers and Everhart moved a step forward.

Lucan remained apart, scrutinizing the tableau before him. At the moment, he was more concerned for Miss Thorne. Was Quinlin here to win enough money in order to marry her? It would be a noble gesture, though the notion unsettled Lucan somewhat. At five and twenty, Miss Thorne should marry, of course. However, in Lucan’s opinion, Quinlin wasn’t right for her. Obviously, the frantic man standing across the room possessed little control over his impulses. A man like that could hardly make a worthwhile husband.

Lucan knew from his own life that dark deeds were born from a lack of control.

“Pardon me, my lord,” a footman said, stepping into view. He bowed and presented a card on a gold-plated salver. “Your presence is requested in our private study.”

Cautious, Lucan lifted the card. Viscount Whitelock. “And he requested Lucan Montwood?” Lucan asked. Since they had never spoken, nor did they keep the same company, he had to be certain.

When the footman bowed once more, Lucan discreetly left the hazard room. They walked down a narrow corridor lined with doors, leading to private rooms known for their high-stakes games. One had to have a special invitation to participate.

At the end of the hall, the footman opened a door. Silk paper embossed in gold lined the walls of the small room. The glossy surface reflected the firelight in such a way that it was almost as if he were stepping directly into the fire.

Standing near the mantel and apparently oblivious to the roaring heat, Whitelock turned. With the light behind him, shadows grew long over the angular lines of his aristocratic face. He kept his attention on the footman until the door closed with a succinct click. Then his dark gaze shifted to Lucan.

“I will not insult you by pretending an interest in becoming acquainted,” Whitelock said. “After your episode in the magistrate’s office, you can easily discern why I would choose to meet in private.”

Lucan shook his head. “Not entirely. The reason for this meeting eludes me. However, I understand that a man with your spotless reputation cannot afford the taint of association with someone like me.”

Whitelock’s mouth curved in a smug grin. “I assure you, it is more so a matter of preference and not a matter of what I can afford.”

True enough. After a prudent marriage, the man was richer than Midas. But Lucan was in no humor to continue the mystery of Whitelock’s request or to grant patience this evening. “My friends are waiting for me. They will wonder where I have gone—”

“Quite right. There isn’t much time, especially for Hugh Thorne.” Whitelock paused long enough to gain Lucan’s undivided attention. “Which brings me to my purpose. If you truly believe in Thorne’s innocence, then perhaps there is a way I could assist you in gaining his freedom.”

Lucan was not easily surprised. After the life he’d led, he was always prepared for the worst, but not this. Still, an ingrained sense of doubt prevailed. He’d been taught to figure out the trick of any game he ever played. “If that is true, then why not go directly to Thorne with your assistance?”

“I don’t know Thorne,” Whitelock said, matter-of-fact.

“You don’t know me either.”

“A mutual acquaintance alerted me to your plight. Instinct tells me that you would not allow an innocent to fall to his death.” The viscount straightened the seam of his glove in a bored fashion, as if a man’s life weren’t hanging in the balance. “The question is . . . do you believe in his innocence?”

“Without a doubt.” Thorne’s innocence was the only thing Lucan was certain of at the moment. He still wasn’t sure how to read Whitelock. The man shifted in and out of appearing either arrogantly benevolent or arrogantly manipulative. From what Lucan knew through rumor, most people were inclined to believe the former.

“Then our agreement will be a simple one. The evidence that Camdonbury provided to the magistrate will be”—Whitelock pursed his lips—“misplaced. Therefore, without any more than an accusation from Camdonbury, a man who’d been charged with the same crime, it is unlikely that Thorne will be sentenced to hang. Although, the crown still takes theft of currency seriously. Therefore, he will be sent to debtors’ prison for the sum of the coining offense, which I understand is ten thousand pounds.”

Lucan nodded. He’d learned as much at the magistrate’s office.

“Assuming that your current financial state is not entirely flush,” Whitelock continued, “I am offering to loan you the sum, to pay on Thorne’s behalf.”

A loan of ten thousand pounds? Lucan suspected he had finally learned the rub. “To be repaid in how much time?”

Whitelock’s grin returned. “Such an amount is not easy to come by, even when one has familial connections. I suppose a gambler with your particular skill would need—hmm—three years.”

Three years? Lucan refused to react to the insult. He’d earned and lost ten thousand pounds on a single hand before. He certainly wouldn’t require three years.

“And if I fall short?” Lucan asked. Even though he knew he wouldn’t fail, it was important to have their agreement laid out in concise terms.

“Then the evidence against Hugh Thorne will resurface,” Whitelock remarked, seemingly forgetting one important fact: Thorne could not be tried again for the same crime. Then, as if reading Lucan’s mind, he added, “If you are thinking of ne bis in idem, allow me to assure you that I’m certain the magistrate’s charges against Thorne could be cleverly worded, and in the event of the reappearance of the evidence, he will be charged with treason, found guilty, and then hanged.”

The viscount’s craftiness sent a rush of unease through Lucan. “How will you accomplish misplacing whatever documents Camdonbury supplied?”

“That is not your concern. All I need from you is your answer.”

Time was of the essence. Likely, Whitelock knew that Lucan had no other choice. If he accepted, then he would acquire a great deal of debt. If he didn’t, then he would have Thorne’s death on his own conscience, knowing for the rest of his life that he could have prevented it.

“When I pay you the ten thousand pounds, you’ll give me all the evidence?”

“Of course. Doubtless, you know of my reputation. I have no enemies.”

Lucan knew there was no other way. He held out his hand, confident in his gambling ability enough to procure the sum. “Then I accept.”

Whitelock’s grip was surprisingly firm for an older man. Before he let go, that unnerving smile reappeared. In the same instant, the fire hissed over a log and flared, casting sinister shadows over the viscount’s face.

Then, he reached into his breast pocket, withdrew a thick packet, and handed it to Lucan. When it changed hands, the edges of the banknotes flashed. Obviously, Whitelock had been confident as well. Lucan would be careful not to underestimate this man.

“One more thing,” Whitelock said with a snap of his fingers. “My card, if you please. Since I would rather not make waves with my political connections, no one can know of our meeting. In fact, if anyone discovers our association or learns of our agreement—anyone at all—then you will soon find yourself in Thorne’s place.”

Lucan obliged and handed back Whitelock’s card. He understood the need for secrecy, yet the threat was harsher than need be. “I will not speak of it. But might I ask why you would not wish it to be known that you saved an innocent man from the gallows.”

“I am generous, but I cannot abide beggars. I prefer the benefits of choosing my own charities. Besides, I find that a kindness given is always repaid tenfold.” Whitelock crossed the room to the door and rapped twice. “I imagine you are clever enough to find an excuse for your absence when you return to your friends.”

Lucan nodded. “Then we will meet once more in three years.”

“Precisely. I will contact you.”

A single knock came from the other side before the footman appeared. He escorted Whitelock down a dark corridor, leaving Lucan alone, staring down at the ten thousand pounds in his grasp.

If all went according to plan, Thorne would not hang after all. A rush of relief swept through him. It wouldn’t take Lucan any time to earn the money and absolve the debt. Yet there was something about Whitelock that unnerved him. As he walked back to the hazard room, Lucan couldn’t help but wonder if he’d struck a bargain with an incredibly generous man . . . or with a devil in disguise.





CHAPTER ONE


June 1824 
Two years, six months later . . .

Frances Thorne blinked twice at the booklet in her grasp.

“I told you it was scandalous,” Kaye said, crowding closer for a better view.

Together, they walked to the second floor box window of Mrs. Hunter’s Agency and Servant Registry. Outside, the London street bustled with the raucous clamor of carriages, handcarts, horses, and all the people one would expect on such a fine June day. Frances, however, paid little attention.

She adjusted her brass-rimmed spectacles. The afternoon light illuminated the palm-sized booklet of men’s fashions from Paris. Turning another page, she lingered on the sketch of a man dressed in boots, breeches, shirt, cravat, waistcoat, and . . . nothing else. No frock coat or tailcoat, just a fitted striped waistcoat.

While the page on the left side of the booklet displayed a frontal sketch, the right displayed the . . . backside. And what a fine sketch it was.

Frances let out a slow breath. Fanning herself with the booklet, she blamed the warm weather for the rush of heat to her cheeks and neck. “And you say that you found this at your uncle’s shop?”

“It was on his worktable this morning,” Kaye said, angling her face toward the cooling breeze of the makeshift fan. Kaye lived with an aunt and uncle above his tailor shop, and Frances knew she occasionally borrowed sketches, though never an entire booklet. And never one with such detail to the—ahem—backside.

Frances stopped fanning and studied the sketch once more. Solely out of appreciation for the artist’s skill, of course. Never mind the fact that she was the last person who would be considered a dilettante. “You don’t suppose there was an actual gentleman fitted with these clothes, do you?”

“I’d like to think there was.” Kaye snickered and tucked a corn silk lock of hair behind her ear, her blue eyes dancing. “In fact, I’d like to think that he might walk through the door of Mrs. Hunter’s one day, take one look at me, and—”

“And not be a lecher like nearly all the other men we deal with?”

“Yes, well”—Kaye sighed—“at five and twenty, I’m beginning to wonder if I wouldn’t mind a lecher so much, as long as he was my lecher.”

At seven and twenty, Frances knew precisely what her best friend meant. Frances, however, was still holding out hope to find the one person who could restore her faith in men. Which would not be an easy task, considering that her own father dashed those hopes on a daily basis.

“Do you suppose your very own lecher is out there, right this instant?” Frances closed the booklet and looked down at the street below.

A black landau with a matching pair of high-steppers in the harness stopped in front of the shop. Even before the door opened and the occupants stepped forth, she knew it was Lady Binghamton. Her ladyship often brought her maidservants here to have them instructed on how best to escape rogues and roués. Artful Defense was a service that Frances had provided for the past two and a half years, since she’d first begun work here.

For Mrs. Hunter, these lessons were an amenity offered by the agency to loyal patrons at no charge, and therefore with no additional wages for staff. For Frances, this instruction—in addition to her clerking duties—provided a way to honor her mother’s memory. Her mother had been passionate about Frances’s knowing how to protect herself, even to her very last days.

Mother had told her of a dear friend—a girl who’d trusted the wrong man. The girl’s naivety had been ripped from her most cruelly. Elise Thorne’s most fervent wish was for Frances never to suffer like that girl had.

That had been the reason why Frances had begun to offer lessons in defense, adding her own adaptations to what her mother had already taught her.

“I wonder who her ladyship has brought this time,” Kaye mused, nudging Frances with her elbow. “Soon she’ll be running her own abbey, and all her maids will be dressed in habits. It makes me wonder about the late Lord Binghamton.”

“We dare not.” Frances already imagined that his lordship had likely not been the best of men. Especially since his widow of more than forty years believed all men to be cads of the first order. And if a lady with much more experience in life was so jaded, then what hope did Frances have of not becoming just like her?

“True. Perhaps even a lecher of my own wouldn’t be for the best.”

A heavy gray cloud passed in front of the sun, offering a glimpse of their reflections in the glass. Their teasing expressions had gone. Now, they stood with heads bent and hands clasped like mourners at a funeral.

“Girls!” Mrs. Hunter called from below, ringing the brass bell that was always within her reach. “Put on your best faces. Lady Binghamton is here. Make sure you tell her how much we appreciate her patronage, but don’t mention a single word about Tuttle’s Registry down the street. Not. A. Word.”

“Yes, Mrs. Hunter,” Frances and Kaye said in unison, which brought a grin to both of them. Mrs. Hunter had been quite prickly since the other agency had opened a month ago.

Kaye drew in a breath and lifted her eyes to the low, sloped ceiling. “Is my best face on straight? I do hate when I put it on crookedly.”

“Then you’d better tuck your smirk in your pocket.” Frances laughed, earning a slight pinch from Kaye before she turned and headed downstairs.

It wasn’t until her friend disappeared that Frances realized she was still holding the scandalous booklet. She couldn’t possibly greet Lady Binghamton or Mrs. Hunter with this on her person. Looking around for a place to hide it, she went to the window where the sash was pulled up just enough to leave a finger-sized gap. Or a booklet-sized gap.

Standing there, her gaze drifted down to the street again. Lady Binghamton was stepping onto the pavement, her charge hovering close to her side. They were of the same build, both slender and petite. The younger woman’s face, however, was hidden by a long-brimmed straw bonnet, like a horse wearing blinders. This was, perhaps, why she did not see the boy bounding toward her until it was too late. Jostled by the lad, the young woman spun directly into her ladyship’s path. Lady Binghamton’s black embroidered shawl went awry, slipping from her shoulders and heading straight for the gutter.

And down into the gutter it would have gone too, if not for the sudden, gallant rescue by a gentleman in a gray tailcoat and top hat.

The gentleman had appeared out of nowhere. With an elegant sweep of his arm, he snatched the shawl from certain destruction. Her ladyship turned, her hand to her mouth. The man bowed at the waist, presenting the wayward silk like a knight in shining armor asking for his lady to wear his colors.

Frances held her breath, watching the scene unfold with avid interest. Was it possible that the ideal man truly might exist?

Just then, a breeze blew, disturbing the tails of his coat. The ends parted, one draping across his back and exposing his perfectly formed backside.

Frances craned her neck. The same breeze also dislodged his hat, forcing him to bend further, extending a rather muscular leg behind him. She swallowed. A pulse fluttered at the side of her throat. The midday sun seemed suddenly alive in her very own stomach, heating her to impossible degrees.

He must be very handsome, she thought, because even Lady Binghamton smiled at him.

Donning his hat, the gentleman straightened. The tails of his coat—unfortunately—fell back into place. Then, he proffered his arm and gestured to the door of Mrs. Hunter’s.

He’s offering to escort them inside this very shop! Frances quickly realized that she was standing one floor too far away. Without delay or checking to see if her best face was on—because, in truth, she only had the one—she made haste down the stairs.

“Come, come, Miss Thorne,” Mrs. Hunter said with a hurried wave of her hand. “Stand beside Miss North. There. Oh, your cheeks are flushed. We do not want to appear sickly to Lady Binghamton.”

“I’m certain it was merely the sun in the window upstairs. I’ll be sure to open the sash at the back of the shop to make the room more comfortable for her ladyship.” Frances glanced to the door, her breath coming up short, her lungs tightening in anticipation.

“What is that in your hand?” Mrs. Hunter tugged on the booklet. Kaye issued a mew of distress.

Oh dear! Frances had forgotten to leave the booklet behind. Thinking fast, she tugged back and slipped the booklet up her sleeve in a flash. “Merely a fan. Nothing more.”

Beneath a curly silvery wig, Mrs. Hunter’s painted eyebrows puckered. The plump flesh of her cheeks drew together like a snag in a stocking as she pursed her lips. “You are paid to be on your best behavior always, Miss Thorne.”

“I have not forgotten, Mrs. Hunter.”

Thankfully, Frances was saved any further reprimand when the door opened.

Lady Binghamton entered, followed by the young woman with the long-brimmed bonnet. The gentleman stood in the shadow beneath a scalloped-shaped awning and held the door. It took all of Frances’s training on societal politesse not to give him her attention. Instead, she offered a demure curtsy to her ladyship and bid her good afternoon.

“Mrs. Hunter,” Lady Binghamton began, her tone firm and clipped, her mouth set in a grim, permanent frown. “I have a request for your services. The matter is of some urgency.”

“You honor us greatly with your patronage, my lady.” Mrs. Hunter bowed her head, because, apparently, a single curtsy was not enough. “I have tea prepared in my office if your ladyship would care for refreshment.”

Mrs. Hunter’s office was a large oaken desk at the opposite side of the room. From her perch, she typically kept close watch on every dealing that Frances and Kaye had with the servants who came in seeking work, and also the ladies and gentlemen who sought to hire them.

Displaying an excessive amount of deference, Mrs. Hunter drew Lady Binghamton and her charge across the room. In the seconds that passed, Frances worried that the gentleman would close the door and leave. That he would simply go on with whatever errand had brought him to this street. Yet to her surprise, he lingered. In fact, he stepped inside.

Frances dared a look. Then, an instant, unwelcome jolt of recognition trampled through her.

Lord Lucan Montwood. He was the farthest thing from a gallant knight of old that she could imagine. No wonder he lurked in the shadows. He belonged there. Not only was he a renowned gambler and rake, but he came from an unscrupulous family. His father, the Marquess of Camdonbury, had accused her very own father—their former steward—of treason. In the two and a half years since, she’d suspected more than once that the marquess had been guilty of the coining offense.

Now, her father wore a thief’s T branded into the flesh of his thumb for the rest of his life. The punishment for such a crime was usually death by hanging. Yet by some miracle, the evidence against her father had disappeared. He’d been released from gaol but never once spoke about it.

Her breath came out in a rush of disappointment. Against her will, she curtsied, but only because Mrs. Hunter kept scrutinizing her behavior of late.

“Miss Thorne.” Lucan Montwood flashed a smile, revealing a dimple on one side of his mouth. She imagined a serpent must look the same before giving a taste of his venom.

“My lord,” she said through gritted teeth. After introducing Kaye, who then turned to help Mrs. Hunter with the tea, Frances expected him to leave at once. Yet he did not.

Lucan doffed his hat and tucked it beneath his arm. Not a strand of his dark hair was out of place. And beneath a thick brow, his amber gaze held a peculiar light, there in the shadows. The color of his eyes had always fascinated her. In her youth, before her mother’s death and before his family had betrayed her father, she would visit her father at Camdonbury Place. Yet all the while, she’d hoped to cross paths with Lucan. Even though they were only a year apart in age, he’d always seemed so worldly to her. And with those eyes, he’d looked at her as if he knew worldly things. The types of things that her mother had warned her against.

Her infatuation had been a girlish one, born of naiveté. Soon enough, she’d learned that men like Lucan were born deceivers. And Frances had had her fill of deception.

“What a serendipitous meeting,” he said. “Had I not been nearby, I’d not have had the opportunity to renew our acquaintance.”

Since he knew of her vehement dislike of him, she chose to ignore his goading. “Her ladyship was quite fortunate that you happened along. Although, I am surprised that you chose to rescue a perfectly innocent shawl instead of sending it to the gallows, as you and your family are wont to do.”

He stared at her for a moment—long enough for her to adjust her spectacles—as a slow, daring grin revealed that dimple of his once more. Truly, a man so diabolical should not have such an appealing dimple. She loathed that dimple and the man who wore it.

“If I’d known that I had an audience, I’d have sent a wink to the”—he pointed upward with one long, gloved finger—“second-floor window? You must have rushed down the stairs. That would explain the high color of your cheeks when I first walked in. Ah! And there it is again.”

Drat it all. Normally, she was clever about hiding her thoughts. On the outside, she made sure to keep a proper, respectable appearance, hiding her adamant curiosity of the opposite sex. Leave it to a serpent to conjure a way of seeing beneath. “The light is dim where we stand. You are only revealing your own arrogance for what you wish to be true. I merely caught a glimpse of your . . . manipulation of her ladyship’s shawl.”

“Your judgment of me is harsh indeed. I suppose it is true that the wasp gives no warning before she stings,” he drawled, inclining his head. Then he leaned forward ever so slightly and lowered his voice to a whisper. “But what a sweet pain it is, Miss Thorne.”

Wasp, indeed. Yet instead of feeling justified or even contrite, Frances felt the thrumming of her pulse and the heat of midday burning inside of her. The scent that swirled around her as he drew back left her befuddled. She would expect that a rake known for gambling would smell like whiskey, smoke, and whatever else one might find in a gaming hell. Instead, he smelled of freshly ironed sheets and what she could only describe as midnight—a dark, earthy fragrance sweetened by the dew on the grass.

Before she gathered her wits enough to offer one more sting, he slipped away, the door clicking shut behind him.

Then, not ten feet away, Mrs. Hunter rang her insufferable bell. “Miss Thorne.”

Frances jumped at the sound. Her legs were unaccountably unsteady, as if her bones had turned to ribbons that might curl beneath her. She was far too old to be prone to such behavior, she thought, and lifted a hand to the brooch that held her fichu in place. It served to remind Frances why she was here, and why her work was so important.

Then she turned, her best face fixed in place. “How may I be of service, Mrs. Hunter?”

Her employer smiled approvingly. “Lady Binghamton would like to utilize your services. Her niece, Miss Farmingdale, has need of your instruction in Artful Defense.”

The young lady in question had removed her bonnet, revealing a comely face framed by a wealth of deep auburn curls.

“My niece,” her ladyship began, “has led a cloistered life for her education. Now, that she is under my charge, I have decided to employ her as my companion. Though I doubt she will ever be far my side, I require assurance that her person will remain unchanged throughout the duration of her life.”

At the word unchanged, Miss Farmingdale’s chin jerked up, and she stiffened. From across the room, her peridot green gaze speared Frances with a look that seemed to rail at the injustice of such a fate. Standing to the girl’s back, neither Mrs. Hunter nor her ladyship saw it, but both Kaye and Frances did. They exchanged a swift sideways glance of commiseration.

Frances nodded her understanding, which Mrs. Hunter took as acquiescence. “Very good. Miss North, escort her ladyship and Miss Farmingdale upstairs. Miss Thorne, a word, if you please.”

Once they were alone downstairs, Mrs. Hunter stepped close. “I needn’t remind you that your position here depends very much on pleasing patrons like Lady Binghamton, need I?”

As before, Frances said, “No, Mrs. Hunter. I understand.”

“After the debacle with Lord Whitelock, it is a wonder that I am still in business.” She exhaled audibly and brought her hands up to primp the curls of her wig. “We are fortunate that he is such a kind and agreeable gentleman.”

“Yes, ma’am.” It was true. Stomping on Lord Whitelock’s foot, while Frances was in the process of instructing one of his very own maids, was unforgivable. She still couldn’t quite figure out how it had happened. Yet accident or not, she was fortunate that he was the one who had insisted on Frances’s keeping her position here. If not for him, then she would have lost not only her job but her rooms as well. Between her and her father, she was the only one earning a wage.

In the years since her mother had passed away and her father had been branded, their lives had fallen into gloom and chaos. They would be out on the street if she lost her situation.

“We provide this service of yours without gain. It would be better for the agency if you spent more time remarking on the suitable servants we have listed in our registry than in giving instruction to the ones who are not,” Mrs. Hunter reminded unnecessarily. “As it is, with all that I’ve said and with the new agency down the street, I cannot afford one more mistake, Miss Thorne.”

A sense of dread filled Frances, reminding her of the booklet up her sleeve. The edges of the paper rasped against her skin, making her itch, but she dared not scratch.

Not one more mistake.

After his brief encounter with Miss Thorne, Lucan found himself oddly distracted. And hungry. His stomach felt empty, as if he hadn’t eaten for days. Somehow, he doubted mere food would satisfy his appetite. Miss Thorne, however . . .

He shook his head before he finished the thought, and aimed to concentrate on food instead of another, more delectable alternative.

Leaving the servant registry office, he strode directly to the corner bakery. Yet his thoughts remained on Frances. He’d always thought her a rather intriguing woman, hiding a mystery behind those spectacles. Her eyes were sumptuous and smoky, a color somewhere between a velvety brown and a plush gray. With lashes so long they nearly touched her lenses. Her dark brown hair was the color of the burnished bronze lamp on his bedside table. And her plump lips hid a slight overbite. She’d never smiled at him. Even when she was younger, she’d shyly kept that part of her a secret. So each time he’d caught a glimpse of her teeth, he felt a low growl deep in the pit of his stomach, like a beast awakening after a long slumber and in need of sustenance.

He was grateful for her waspish sting, because he preferred to keep that beast slumbering.

Inside the bakery, he filled his lungs with the tantalizing aroma of rising yeast and sugar. His gaze honed in on the platter of glazed buns beneath a glass dome. His mouth watered.

Tempting fate, he made his purchase before returning to the pavement.

In all his eight and twenty years, Lucan had never tasted a bun. Now, he lifted it up and drew in another breath. This pastry smelled exactly like the ones that the cook at Camdonbury Place had often baked. They had been his father’s favorite. In fact, they might still be, but after being cut off two and a half years ago, Lucan did not know for certain.

Yet he did not mind. He preferred the severed ties rather than the cruelty he’d experienced in his youth. His father was a brutal man, quick with a backhanded fist. It’d had come when Lucan least expected it.

“Win the trick, and a glazed bun will be your prize,” his father had said, slurring the words through his drunken lips.

Lucan remembered looking down at the cards, not yet old enough to know the game, let alone the trick of it. Asking a question that day had earned a beating, no bun, and no supper either. Then, locked in the nursery, he’d cried for himself, wondering why his elder brother—the heir—had never been punished. In fact, Vincent had stood by laughing all the while.

Later on, after Father drank himself into a stupor, Mother had stolen away to comfort him. “Poor little spare,” she’d often crooned during these nights, rocking him gently. “Why was the sweetest boy born second?”

The next time he’d stood in the Great Hall, Lucan had known better than to ask a question but had earned a backhand for not figuring out the trick all the same.

It had been worse when he’d won, however. Because then his mother had borne the brunt of his punishment. “Why are you clapping, whore?” his father had bellowed as his fist hit the side of her head with a sickening thud.

To this day, Lucan remembered that hollow sound, the sharp, interrupted cry that had followed, and the crack-thump of his mother’s head hitting the hard stone floor.

He’d hated feeling powerless. Hated feeling hungry. And hated the sight of those glazed buns. In fact, he’d vowed long ago never to eat one.

Gradually, he’d found other methods to gain his supper. He’d learned to charm the cook and the maids, and by the time he’d left for school, he’d developed a talent for it. He’d used his prison wisely, mastering all sorts of tricks and games. He’d even discovered that playing the miniature nursery piano had helped with his dexterity, eventually making him a master of sleight of hand. It was during this time that he’d first begun to realize that he could pour out everything he felt through music—fear, frustration, hatred . . .

Yet while he was away at school, there had been no one to save his mother from his father’s daily requirement of violence.

“She fell down the stairs and hit her head, son,” Hugh Thorne had said during a special visit to Lucan in his fourth year of school. “She never woke up.” But they’d both known the truth.

More than anything, Lucan had wanted to save her. He’d devised so many plans for her to stay with families who’d lived closer to him, but each time, she’d declined, stating that her place was by his father’s side and that she would be ashamed if anyone knew.

In the end, that choice had killed her.

Abruptly, his thoughts shifted to the present. A feeling of resolve washed over him now, helping him resist taking a bite of the glazed bun he held. Each time he resisted, he felt in control. Not at all like his father.

Out of the corner of his eye, Lucan spotted a familiar tuft of wheat-colored hair in the crowd and was reminded of his purpose. Leaving his spot in front of the bakery, he rounded the bend and then dashed across the street between a cart and a phaeton before slipping into the narrow alleyway to wait.

It wasn’t long before the boy appeared. That dried wheat hair stuck out straight from his head. There wasn’t much to the lad—he was all arms and legs, with a long neck supporting a round face, most of which was spattered with freckles. Resting a hand against the wall to catch his breath, the boy wiped beads of sweat from his brow.

“It . . . ain’t . . . fair,” the boy said, panting after each word. “You could at least pretend not to see me.”

Lucan resisted the urge to smile. “It is your job not to be seen, Arthur. I’ve been trying to teach you that since you first tried to pick my pocket, nearly two years ago now.”

At the time, to make matters worse, when caught, the lad had opened his mouth and unleashed a torrent of prior crimes. Yet the sheer panic in the boy’s eyes had kindled Lucan’s sympathy.

He’d seen too much of himself in those eyes. Therefore, to calm Arthur, Lucan had used a few sleight-of-hand tricks as a distraction. Soon, he’d gained an avid follower. The little scamp was a wily one too. No matter where Lucan was, Arthur would find him and beg to learn more. Lucan had agreed, but only if the lad promised to stop picking pockets. To aid Arthur in that endeavor, Lucan had found him a job as an errand runner at White’s.

“Even though I’ve been away these past months, that is no reason for you to forget all that I taught you.” Lucan had been in Lincolnshire, plotting to marry off his closest friends.

“I’ve been busy, I have,” Arthur said, taking in a few gulps of air.

As an orphan, his was a typical tale of a street urchin. The only difference was that he had an older sister. Henny Momper had been attending the Winchester Asylum in the hopes of learning a proper
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