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				Prologue

				THE ENGLISH CHANNEL, APRIL 1808

				Harry Gordon was a wanted man at twelve years old.

				He stared over the side of the boat at the dark water as they lurched toward France. This wasn’t his first Channel crossing; it wasn’t even the first time he’d been hurried onto a ship in the night, his ears straining for shouts of pursuit or rapid footsteps. But it was the first time he’d understood what happened to the men they left behind when they fled, and the thought made him feel even more nauseated than the heaving motion under his feet.

				Father was next to him, leaning on the rail, head down. Even stooped like that he was a foot taller than his wife. Mother was very short, plump, and round-faced too, but she reminded Harry of the Roman matrons Father had taught him about, the heroic kind who sent legions of men to war because death was less frightening than having to explain why you hadn’t done as she told you. She glared at the starry night above them as though she wanted to outstare God.

				It was cold, the wind whipping and tangling Harry’s sweaty-damp hair, adding a chill to the salt spray on his skin.

				Three days ago, Father—the radical demagogue Alexander Gordon—had ranted to angry London crowds about the collapse of the government. He had demanded a new rule of the people, for the people. An end to injustice and mismanagement. Peace with Bonaparte. A revolution.

				They hadn’t started a revolution; they never did. They had managed to incite a riot, though. It was a patchwork in Harry’s memory, vivid images stitched together with panic. Red-coated soldiers and blue-coated policemen firing muskets into the air, roaring for order but drowned out by the howling crowd. Mud and blood and screaming. The arrest warrants had been issued that day for all three of them.

				
				“You’ve got to leave the country,” Silas had said the next morning, as they and a few others huddled in Theobald’s Bookshop, filthy and exhausted. Silas was a big, powerful man with a resentful cast to his jaw, a few years younger than Father, who had worked with his parents since they started stirring up trouble in London. He was the angriest radical Harry knew, even angrier than Mother, and the harder the government came down on them, the angrier Silas became. But now there was a wild look to his eye that made Harry think, for the first time, that Silas was afraid. “The boy’s old enough to be charged as a man and they’ll gaol him along with you. You know it, Alex. Take the fight elsewhere.”

				“They want you too,” Mother had told Silas.

				“The shop’s here, my livelihood.” Silas shrugged. “Where would I go?”

				In truth, Harry couldn’t imagine Silas outside London, let alone England. He was the spirit of the city: coarse, unruly, belligerent. When Mother told him about folk heroes like Wat Tyler and Jack Cade, Harry pictured Silas, clenching his fists and squaring up to authority without a care for the inevitable, bloody end.

				Mother had played at Wat Tyler as a girl, dreaming of defiance. Harry told her he did too, to please her, though it wasn’t true. He’d preferred to dream of Robin Hood during the endless evenings of political talk, with Silas cast as the hulking Little John. Harry played the part of nimble, amusing Will Scarlet, inventing ingenious plans that saved the day. Robin had been a shadowy figure in his mind with a smooth, cultivated voice and graceful manners, and Will Scarlet would kneel and take his hand and pledge his passionate loyalty forever…

				
				Then Harry had realized that he was imagining a nobleman as their leader, and he’d stopped the game, ashamed, even though nobody else would ever know.

				It was all gone now. The soldiers had come for them yesterday evening, and they’d fled. That was Harry’s last clear memory of London: Silas bellowing at them to run, his muscles corded as he held the door against the blows of the redcoats on the other side, while Father dragged Harry and Mother away. Silas making his own capture inevitable to give the family a chance of escape.

				Sea spume splashed over Harry’s fingers, clenched on the rough wood of the gunwale. He wiped dampness from his eyes. “What will happen to Silas, Mother? What will they do to him? Will he be gaoled?”

				Mother’s jaw jutted. “Flogged first, I expect.”

				Father’s head drooped farther. “My love…”

				“No. He should know. This is why we do it, Harry.” She put a hand to his face, turning it so that he had to look at her. “Because those who speak out for reform are gaoled, and those who fight for it are flogged or hanged. Because we live under tyranny and corruption while the people starve. Because this country must be freed. This is a battle, and every fight has casualties.”

				“We’re not casualties, though, are we?” Harry fumbled for his handkerchief. “We’ve escaped.” We left the others behind. We ran.

				
				A thought came to him, sudden and overwhelming in its guilty relief: Was it over now? Would there be an end to the secret meetings and public protests? Might they live without fear of a heavy tread at the door?

				He could go to school. His parents would speak of other things. His life could be comfortable.

				Someone else would have to take up the fight, of course. But surely Silas’s sacrifice would be in vain if they went on, risking exposure. Surely his parents could see that.

				He licked his lips, tried to control his voice. “What—what will we do now?”

				Father raised his head and clapped a hand to Harry’s shoulder. “Don’t fear, my boy. There’s more we can do, much more. We’ll never give up.”

				“Never,” said Mother softly.

				Harry looked between his parents as they gazed at each other, Father with his chin tilted up, Mother with her lips pressed together, and the brief exultant flame guttered to ash. Of course they hadn’t given up. They were going to start again, in France or Spain or wherever their principles might take them. Rousing the people, risking arrest at every turn. Men like Silas would stand with them, and fall as Silas had. And Harry would be there too, because he had nowhere else to go.

				He stared down into the dark waters, glaring at their useless, endless agitation through eyes blurred with moisture.

				I don’t care about the rights of man, he thought fiercely at his parents. I don’t, I don’t. And I wish you didn’t either.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			LONDON, MAY 1819

			Harry was stacking revolutionary polemics into piles when the knock came on the shop door above them.

			He jolted, clutching the papers. George, crouching on the floor by the press, cursed under his breath. “Who’s that?”

			“Is the door bolted?” Silas demanded.

			“I—yes, I’m sure it is.” Harry could feel the sweat spring, despite the damp chill of the cellar beneath Theobald’s Bookshop. Silas cocked his head, listening. After a few seconds of silence, there was another knock.

			“What if it’s the police?” George hissed. “What if it’s the soldiery?”

			“Quiet,” Silas snapped. “Just a customer, like as not. They’ll go.”

			Of course it was a customer, Harry told himself. It wasn’t the police or the soldiery. They’d have broken the door down.

			He glanced down at the piles of handbills. They proclaimed, in great black still-damp letters, An End to the Tyranny of the Hanoverians, Bloated Leeches on the Body of England, that Draw Blood yet Leave their Patient Unheal’d. Silas had a turn of phrase that had seen him gaoled for seditionary libel once already, and this pamphlet was stark treason. If they were caught with these, all three of them would be going to some dark, stinking gaol, likely after a good flogging. And there was no way out, no way to disguise the press, nowhere to hide the evidence….

			Harry stared at his fingers, stained an incriminating black. Every nerve he possessed was stretched in anticipation. Even so, he jumped when the knock came a third time.

			
			Silas put his spanner down and strode to the little wooden flight of stairs, brushing paper dust off his ink-stained hands. Harry heard him swear under his breath. The bolt rattled, and then the heavy door was pulled open with a forceful thump.

			“You again.” Silas didn’t sound welcoming.

			“Indeed, Mr. Mason.”

			Harry clapped his hands to his mouth. George shot him an accusing glare. They both recognized the dry, educated voice.

			Your bloody latitat! George mouthed silently and furiously, jabbing a finger at Harry.

			His lawyer. Or, rather, the lawyer who had come here in search of Harry twice already. Silas had packed him off with barefaced denials on both occasions: nothing good came of lawyers. But now he was back again, looking for Harry, who lurked in the ink-stinking cellar running out treasonous polemics on a hand press.

			Now inside the shop, the lawyer was speaking with unpleasant authority. “Your denials will not serve, Mr. Mason. I seek Mr. Harry Vane, passing under the surname of Gordon. I know he is here. I will speak to him and you will not gainsay me.”

			Silas growled. There was no other word for it: he sounded like a mastiff. Harry could imagine him leaning forward, broad shoulders set and muscles thickening. “Unless you’ve a warrant, take yourself off before I help you out of here.”

			There was a slight scuff of retreating feet, but the lawyer’s next words sounded testy, rather than alarmed. “Sir, I have no intention of arresting Mr. Vane. I have information to his advantage.”

			
			George rolled his eyes. They all knew that one.

			“Aye, well, if any such fellow wants advantage from you, he’ll come and find you. Out.”

			“You do your friend a disservice, sir.” The lawyer’s voice was rather faint, as though he’d stepped outside. “Tell him to contact me—”

			The door slammed shut. Harry let out a long breath, sagging back against the grimy wall. “God. God.”

			“Aye.” George stuck his grubby hands in his pockets to hide their shake. “What’s this about?”

			“I’ve no idea.”

			“Why didn’t you go up, eh? Ask the old pettifogger what he wants with you? Easier to hide behind Silas, eh?” George sounded a great deal braver now that the man had gone. Typical George Charkin, all piss and wind, ever ready to seize on Harry’s fears and forget his own. He hadn’t been arrested yet.

			“He’s a good man to hide behind,” Harry said, as the subject of their discussion clomped down the stairs, nail-studded soles clacking on the wood. “Silas…”

			“That lawyer again.” Silas’s face was grimmer than usual. “You can’t think what he wants with you?”

			“I’ve no idea. Unless— You don’t think it’s the warrant, do you, Silas? From when I was a boy?” That had been preying on his mind since the lawyer had first come.

			Evidently it had occurred to Silas too because he was shaking his head as Harry spoke. “They’d send bluecoats or red for you then. No, that’s not it. Maybe someone thinks you know something useful.” He considered Harry for a moment then made a face, dismissing the possibility in a rather unflattering manner. “You must have some idea.”

			
			Harry threw his hands up helplessly. “None in the world. For all I know there is something to my advantage out there. Maybe I’ve come into a fortune.”

			George cackled. “Aye, that’s it. You’re the Regent’s true son, hidden away by the Brunswick sow to spite her Husband-Hog.” That came straight from their last pamphlet on the royal family. Nobody could accuse Silas of an excess of monarchical enthusiasm. “We’ll all be riding in a golden carriage and sleeping on feather beds by week’s end.”

			“All?” Harry struck a dandyish pose and fluttered an imaginary fan. “My dear louse-ridden fellow, you shall not sully my feather bed with your common flesh.”

			Silas snorted. “You’ve the manner of it. They’ll make you regent when Fat George eats himself to apoplexy.” He slapped a dusty, reassuring hand on Harry’s shoulder. “Look, if the fellow isn’t bringing redcoats with him, it’s because he has no grounds.”

			“But he knows my name. Both my names. How does he know my name?”

			Silas made a face. “Alexander Vane married Euphemia Gordon. You were born a Vane, you lived as a Gordon, not hard to make the link. It doesn’t make a difference, lad. They’ve nothing, or they’d have arrested you by now. Keep a closed mouth and no harm will befall, understand?”

			“Right.” Harry felt a sinking sensation in his gut. “Yes. Right. Uh, Silas…”

			
			There was a short pause.

			“Hell’s tits.” Silas took his hand off Harry’s shoulder. “What did you do, you bloody fool?”

			“Nothing!” Harry protested. “Really, it wasn’t much.” He swallowed, aware this would not sound impressive. “I was in the Spotted Cat—”

			“Were you tupping the barmaid?” George asked eagerly.

			“No.” Harry had, a few times, and he’d hoped to do so again last night, but he’d found himself rejected for a man with a catskin waistcoat and a pocketful of silver. “I went for a jug of ale and a man bumped into me. Spilled my drink. Bought me another.”

			“For Christ’s sake.” Silas growled in his throat. “How many drinks?”

			A lot. Much of it gin. Harry had had the devil’s own head all day, but that was nothing compared to the lurking fear that he’d said something he shouldn’t. “Uh, a few. We talked, idly.” Silas gave him a look of combined exasperation and resignation that made Harry flush. “I didn’t say anything of importance! Nothing about here. Just, uh, about my travels on the Continent.”

			“Did you tell him who your parents were?”

			“No.” Harry swallowed. “But I did say that they were…political.”

			“Blast you, Harry.” Silas put his hands through his cropped, grizzled hair. “Who was this fellow?”

			“I don’t know. He had red hair, like a Scotsman, but an English voice. Slim. Brown eyes. He said his name was…something odd, what was it…Cyprian? Do you know him?”

			Silas shook his head. “If he’s an informer, he’s a new one. No less dangerous for it. You’re a damned fool.”

			
			“I’m sorry. I just wanted a drink.”

			Harry sounded plaintive. He felt plaintive. Since the cholera had taken his parents and left him orphaned in Paris, aged seventeen and a known democratic agitator, life had been hand to mouth. He’d returned to London, hoping things might be easier there, but men and women were out of work across all of England thanks to the new machines, the endless taxes, and the war. There had been no work for a friendless youth. He’d had only the old radical crowd to turn to, and that was no great comfort, with the law ever harsher against them.

			Harry hadn’t wanted to be a radical again. He didn’t want the fight, the fear, any of it. But his heart had lightened with that old boyhood feeling—or, rather, illusion—of safety when he’d come back to Theobald’s Bookshop for the first time in more than a decade. When he’d walked in and seen Silas there, grizzled and lined now as befitted his forty years, but still thick-muscled and indomitable, still setting his face against the world, it had felt like coming home.

			Not an easy home. Silas’s rough, powerful embrace, once he recognized the hungry young man in Frenchy rags, had been all the welcome Harry could have hoped for, and he’d given Harry work and what wages he could without question, but he would never be a comfortable man to live with. It didn’t surprise Harry that nobody dared try.

			Silas was glaring at him now as though it were a crime for a man to seek a jug of ale and a warm body to hold. Harry hadn’t even had the latter, since the barmaid had preferred coin to compliments.

			It had crossed his mind last night that his drinking companion, the fellow Cyprian, might be amenable. Harry wasn’t at all averse to a man in his bed when he couldn’t have a woman, and Cyprian was quite appealing in a foxy sort of way, except for that dreadful hair. Thank God that, even in his befuddled state, Harry had decided not to make an approach. Sedition was bad enough; sodomy could see a man hanged.

			
			“Nothing happened. I’m sure I didn’t say anything important,” Harry told himself as much as Silas. “It was probably innocent. Just a man wanting company.”

			Silas grunted. “Well, we’ll face trouble when it comes. Enough of this nonsense, back to work. Watch your back. And don’t sup with strangers again.”

			—

			They came for him just after the chime of three.

			He and Silas had closed up the cellar an hour before, hiding the press, and opened the shop to trade, so the men simply walked in. Harry was engaged in the respectable and legal task of shelving a box of slightly musty-smelling books. He looked round at the sound of feet, and his mouth dropped open.

			Silas was by the counter, rigid with hostility. George stood a little behind him, wide-eyed, his dark curls damp with sweat, like Harry’s own. All three of them were grimy with dust and dirt, as in front of them stood magnificence. A tall gentleman, dressed with superb sobriety in well-fitted pantaloons, a dark blue broadcloth coat, a cravat folded with geometric precision, and an elegant, narrow-brimmed hat. He looked very rich and very serious.

			Next to him was a man in dark green livery, much slimmer and several inches shorter than his imposing master. His hair was heavily powdered in the style of an upper servant, the white making his intensely brown eyes all the more striking. They were fixed on Harry.

			
			It took a few seconds before Harry recognized his red-headed drinking companion under the hair powder, and even as he did so, Cyprian looked to the big gentleman and nodded slightly, as if to say, That’s him.

			Harry turned, panic rising, ready to run, but the gentleman spoke. “Harry Vane?”

			His voice was deep, authoritative. Familiar.

			That couldn’t be right. Harry had never seen the man in his life. But there was something in his voice, something about the slight curl of his dark brown hair and his prominent Roman nose that reminded him of…what?

			The man was looking at him with an expression he couldn’t read. “Harry Vane,” he repeated. “Alexander Vane’s son.” This time it wasn’t a question.

			Alarm dried Harry’s throat. Was he to be arrested for his father’s sins?

			“What’s going on?” Silas demanded. “What do you want with him?”

			“Harry.” The tall man strode forward, stretching out his hand, and Harry flinched before he realized that, inexplicably, the gesture was a greeting rather than a threat. “I am Lord Richard Vane. Alexander was my cousin. His father, your grandfather, has been looking for you.”

			Harry blinked. The words made no sense. His father had been cousin to this man of wealth and title? And—a grandfather? Looking for him?

			Information to your advantage, he remembered, and a rush of bewildering, improbable, impossible hope threatened his balance.

			
			Lord Richard reached down and took Harry’s unresisting hand. “You are a Vane. You belong to my family. I have come to bring you home.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2

			“A radical? My dear fellow. My poor, dear Richard.”

			Mr. Julius Norreys stretched out his legs in front of the fireplace and admired himself. His pantaloons pleased his eye, well-fitted, spotless, and of a charming apricot shade against the other men’s sober fawns, but he could not help comparing his Hussar half-boots to Richard’s Hessians as he stood by the mantelpiece. His boots were merely excellent; Richard’s were a work of art. Subdued art, of course, restrained art, the grave classical art of the Doric column that had no use for the intricate complexities and curlicues that were the style of the day. Richard achieved in his person a perfection of plainness that London had not seen since poor Mr. Brummell’s departure. Julius wondered, not for the first or the fiftieth time, what it would take to lure Richard’s valet into his own employ, and whether Richard would ever speak to him again if he achieved it.

			“Working in a political bookshop. A nest of dissenters, democrats, and atheists.” Richard, usually an abstemious man, was on his third glass of brandy. “His employer is a well-known Jacobin rogue.”

			“Dear heavens, Richard.” Dominic Frey spoke from the fireside chair opposite Julius, eyes shut, face lined with tiredness. Silver was beginning to thread the black curls over his temples, and he lolled with the half-empty glass in his hand tilted at a careless angle. “I might have ordered your cousin’s arrest at any day. That would have been awkward.”

			Dominic worked in the Home Office trying to keep seditionists under control, lest they set the country aflame. Julius admired his industry, from a distance, but had the least possible interest in subversive booksellers. He didn’t have much interest in Richard’s long-lost relatives, truth be told.

			
			They were at Quex’s, a select club and gambling hell discreetly bankrolled by Richard in return for the exclusive use of its private upstairs rooms and the absolute discretion of Mr. Quex. This was where the little set known as the Ricardians met: Lord Richard Vane, his boyhood companion Dominic Frey, and their select, if oddly assorted, group of friends. They numbered only three this evening since the Season was in full swing, with balls and routs every night. Julius should have been at Lady Hertford’s conversazione now, in fact, but Richard had requested his presence, and a night away from the heat and whirl of perfumed bodies in endless waltz had seemed a relief.

			He was, however, beginning to wonder what Richard was up to.

			“So what’s your purpose for this fellow? How will you get rid of him? Who is he, precisely?”

			“The son of my cousin Alexander Vane, who married beneath him.” Richard gave a grimace of distaste. “He eloped with a radical agitator’s daughter.”

			“Good Lord. How is it I didn’t know of that?”

			“It was, what, twenty-five years back,” Dominic said. “Richard and I were about ten at the time, so you must have been no more than a babe in arms. Demanding nips and tucks in your swaddling clothes, I imagine, and wailing if your rattle wasn’t the right shade of pink.”

			“Twenty-five years ago I was four,” Julius informed him, with a withering look.

			
			“I beg your pardon. You were repainting your wooden soldiers in a finer style.”

			“In any case, there was a great to-do,” Richard said. “Alexander went on to become a full-blown seditionist. He spent years on the Continent, sowing anti-Bonapartist sentiment. At least he had the decency not to use our name. He passed as Alexander Gordon, using his wife’s surname.” That meant nothing to Julius, but Dominic’s pained expression suggested it was notorious to those who cared. “His father, my cousin Gideon, disowned him at the time of his marriage, but it seems Alexander wrote to tell him of the birth of his son.”

			“Where is Alexander now?”

			“He died in Paris, some years back.”

			“Hanged?” Dominic made a feeble gesture with his empty glass, indicating that he was too exhausted to move.

			Richard came over with the bottle and poured him a healthy measure. “Cholera.”

			“That’s a blessing. And you’ve been looking for this missing grandson ever since?”

			“Hardly. I wasn’t aware of his existence until Gideon informed me last week that I had an unknown cousin, while asking for my help in tracking him down. It appears young Harry is something of a slippery fish.”

			“Used to evading the law, I expect.”

			“Thank you, Dominic.” Richard returned to lean on the mantel. “But it seems to have been habitual caution at work rather than a particularly guilty conscience. I set Cyprian on the matter, to make sure Gideon had the right man. He fed Harry gin and got him talking, and he says— Julius, you look positively apoplectic.”

			
			“Cyprian,” Julius repeated. “The best valet in London since Robinson, the man who puts that extraordinary shine on your boots, and you make him serve as an amateur Bow Street Runner. Good God, Richard. You don’t deserve your valet. Tell him to come to me when he tires of your absurd demands and I shall reward his genius appropriately.”

			“If you make an attempt on my valet, I shall call you out,” Richard informed him. “And Cyprian would not permit your waistcoat at any price.”

			Julius glanced down at his chest with some satisfaction. His waistcoat, in satin of a delicate pink hue shot with apricot streaks and embroidered with silver thread, was a masterpiece. It flattered his slim build, its dawn shades complemented his pale blond hair delightfully, and best of all, it caused almost physical distress to his friends.

			“So what’s the fellow like?” Dominic asked. “Harry, I mean. How bad is he?”

			“Nervous as a cat. And needs to be turned into a gentleman, the poor wretch.”

			“A terrible fate,” Julius drawled. “My heart bleeds.”

			“Do have some human sentiment,” Dominic snapped. “How the devil can some uneducated radical mix in the society of gentlemen without making himself and his sponsors a laughing-stock?”

			“He’s not that bad,” Richard said. “His father had a proper upbringing, after all, and his mother was well educated for a woman of her station. But he needs to be taught to comport himself in society. His grandfather wishes him to make a good match.”

			
			“And you’re confident he’ll be acceptable?” Dominic asked doubtfully.

			“He’s a Vane.” Richard’s tone made it clear that no other consideration need apply. “And handsome enough, though he lacks stature.” Richard towered over the other Ricardians, standing a good three inches above six feet with a well-set pair of shoulders, and he accordingly attached what Julius considered a quite misplaced importance to a man’s build. “In any case, Gideon’s a wealthy man. If Harry is to be his heir, he’ll take, no matter his current disadvantages. But I should prefer him to acquire sufficient town bronze to make himself not just creditable but, er…”

			“Desirable?” Julius suggested.

			Richard gave him a repressive look. “His marriage is none of my concern, but his manners must be. He is, after all, my cousin.”

			Julius imagined Richard walking through Hyde Park, arm in arm with some unshaven sans-culotte. “Very wise,” he agreed. “How mortifying if you procured him a voucher for Almack’s and he called for the Patronesses to be guillotined. Well, you will have your work cut out.”

			“Indeed, the task will require a skilled touch. Your glass is empty, dear boy, may I charge it for you?”

			Richard was definitely leading up to something. Julius narrowed his eyes. “Tell me you don’t propose to lend him Cyprian.”

			“Good God, no. Actually, I hoped you would do it.”

			Julius blinked, startled. “I? Do what?”

			
			“Teach Harry how to comport himself. How to dress. Help him find his place.”

			“Make your revolutionary into a gentleman? Bear-lead a radical cub? I?”

			Richard ignored the incredulity in Julius’s tone. “The boy has been cheated out of his birthright for years. He needs to claim his proper place without being embarrassed by his past—”

			“Ruined by it, more like,” Dominic said. “Must he be launched into London society, Richard? Have you considered the consequences of this to your family? Do you even know what he’s been up to in that bookshop?”

			“It’s Gideon’s choice,” Richard said. “Harry’s grandfather is determined to make him claim his place without loss of time, and he holds the purse strings. He intended to push the poor fellow into the ton without any preparation, but I objected.”

			“I should cursed well hope so,” Dominic muttered. “You can’t simply drop a seditionist into society—”

			“He is not a seditionist. He had involuntary associations with undesirable parties in his childhood, that’s all. And there is no reason for anyone to know of his past outside this room and my family. We merely need to ensure that Harry’s form and manner come to match his birth, and, I fear, quickly.” Richard winced. “Gideon wishes him launched at the beginning of the Little Season.”

			“But this is impossible,” Dominic said. “You want Julius to inculcate gentlemanly habits into a gutter revolutionary by September?”

			Julius nodded forcefully. “I couldn’t agree more. Why you imagine I am suited to this task—”

			
			Richard’s deep voice came in over both of them. “Because you have exquisite manners, when you choose to apply them, and excellent taste, in your way.” Dominic opened one eye to shoot a glance at the offending waistcoat, and closed it again with a wince. “You will be able to teach Harry how he should conduct himself. And to help preserve his past from becoming common knowledge.”

			“I will grant you that he stands in dire need of tuition,” Julius said, fighting a determined rearguard action. “But I see no reason that I should be his teacher.”

			“Of course you don’t,” Dominic said. “How long since you lifted a finger for anyone or anything, four years? You are letting a perfectly good mind rot away from disuse, and it’s about time you took on some sort of occupation before you become nothing more than a tailor’s mannequin.”

			Julius was speechless for a second. He and Dominic sparred continually, but this was well beyond the usual. “What the devil’s got into you?”

			“Well, this is a ludicrous situation.” Dominic sat up, clapping his glass on the arm of the chair with such force that the brandy splashed. “One cannot create a gentleman out of whole cloth and wishes. I know these people. Some wretch brought up in the filthiest byways, full of bile and anarchy and Godlessness—”

			“My cousin,” Richard said.

			“He can’t do it,” Dominic said flatly. “It’s not possible, and if it were, it would require the efforts of someone who actually took an interest in the fellow. Not Julius Care-for-Nobody, who is dedicated to nothing but the cut of his coat.”

			
			“You may go to perdition,” Julius said, incensed. “Of course I could do it.”

			“I’ll wager you can’t.”

			“We will not wager, because I have no intention of embarking on this ludicrous enterprise. But if I were to wager—”

			“Ha!”

			“Enough, both of you,” Richard cut in. “Julius, I appreciate your reluctance but I must ask this of you. I do, I fear, require your aid.”

			And thus was Julius’s fate sealed.

			The price of membership in the Ricardians was to act in one another’s interests, and at Richard’s direction. Richard was the heart of their group, the man to whom everyone came with entanglements or dilemmas. Julius did not have entanglements, but it was in Richard’s arms that he had wept four years ago, Richard who had introduced him to the others, Richard who had given him this little haven where his wounds could scar over in understanding silence. When Richard asked for his assistance, Julius had no choice but to give it.

			He didn’t have to be pleasant about it.

			“Very well,” he snapped. “But I consider this a gross imposition. I suppose he’s some ghastly scarecrow.”

			“Harry? He has a neat form and a well-turned leg, and he seems a very obliging young man.”

			From anyone but Richard, to anyone but Julius, this would have been a carrot to go with the stick. Most of the Ricardians would have a deal of use for an obliging young man with a well-turned leg, or rather a pair of them to lie between. But Richard’s morality was too stern for any such implication. Harry Vane would doubtless be as much in the petticoat line as any other young fellow, and frankly, Julius didn’t care either way.

			
			“A neat form, you say. That will doubtless make up for the seditionary background and lack of manners.” Julius sighed, letting his head knock gently against the chairback. “How charming. But, as ever, you decree and we leap to obey, mere slaves to the Vane command.”

			Richard smiled. “Let us rather say, a Vane hope.”

			“Vanitas vanitatum, all is vanity.” Julius held up his hands in surrender. “Very well, Richard, have your will. I shall play Pygmalion, and your lout will be my Galatea. I shall carve a beautiful form from the clod and bring him to life, and I accept no responsibility whatsoever for the consequences. Dominic, you mentioned a wager.”

			—

			Harry sat, ill at ease, on the thickly embroidered chair. The needlepoint work stood in stiff ridges, making the upholstery harsh and uncomfortable. He’d feel its patterns imprinted into his skin for hours afterward.

			Lord Gideon Vane, his grandfather, sat opposite, watching him. He had a fringe of white hair encircling a pink scalp, long fingers that he liked to steeple, shrewd eyes of faded blue. His coat was the severe black of deep mourning, his linens spotless. Harry felt, as he had from the beginning, scruffy, poor, and entirely out of place.

			The clock ticked.

			“Richard said he would be here at eleven o’clock,” Gideon observed. It was twenty-five minutes past the hour. Harry was torn between fear and hope that his older, intimidating, titled cousin wouldn’t come at all.

			
			It had been a fortnight since Lord Richard had walked into Theobald’s and claimed his cousinship; a very long fortnight indeed. Harry would not have supposed that becoming a gentleman would be like this: sitting with an old man in a huge old house, undergoing hours of interrogation about his past, his travels, his beliefs. Gideon, as he insisted Harry should call him, hadn’t mentioned his dead son by name even once, speaking of him only as “your father.” Death hadn’t softened his anger about Alexander’s path in life. Harry wasn’t surprised. Seated in the gloomy magnificence of this house, he couldn’t imagine how his father had dared to defy the authority of years.

			Harry felt no desire to defy Gideon. The old man was quite astonishingly rich and apparently willing to give a lot of that money to Harry. He could bear a great deal for an allowance and an inheritance.

			“If you prove satisfactory,” Gideon had warned. “I had a radical son. I don’t want a radical grandson.”

			“I’m not,” Harry had assured him. “I had no other choice.” He searched for words that would appeal to the old man. “You’ve told me what the Vanes are, sir.” The family line stretched back to a knight of the Conqueror, Gideon had informed him, and then listed almost every Vane between that medieval gentleman and Harry himself. “I want to live up to my birth.”

			He spoke nothing but truth. He had met two of his relatives now, Lord Richard, who was in fact a cousin twice removed, and pretty Miss Verona Vane, who flitted around Gideon’s house like a spectre of mourning in unrelieved black. Her father had been brother to Harry’s father, but that did not make her look upon Harry with warmth.

			
			Not that he’d made himself very pleasant either. He simply couldn’t find anything to say in the presence of these people, his family, so poised and cool and clean. Every encounter left him feeling more like another species, with his work-worn hands and awkwardness. A lesser being, catapulted into a world of grace and light and manners with no idea how to make it his own.

			And he wanted it to be his. Wanted the wealth and the comfort, wanted to walk as one of the people he’d always envied. If only he knew how. Harry knotted his fingers together and shifted in the uncomfortable chair.

			There was a peal from the door at last, and a few moments later, Lord Richard entered. He was not alone.

			Harry stared. He couldn’t help it.

			“Who the devil’s this?” said Gideon.

			Lord Richard seemed not to notice the old man’s tone. “Allow me to introduce you, sir. Lord Gideon Vane, Mr. Julius Norreys.” The gentleman indicated made Gideon a courtly bow in the style of three decades ago, with such exquisite grace that it was impossible to tell if the gesture was respectful or the opposite. “Julius, this is my newfound cousin, Harry.”

			Mr. Norreys was of medium height, perhaps an inch shorter than Harry and of slimmer build, and he was made of moonlight. His fair hair shone; his skin had a clear, refined pallor; even his eyes were pale, the light, clear blue of a winter sky, in a fine-boned, well-bred face. His startlingly tight pantaloons were neither fawn nor biscuit but rather a very light gray, his nip-waisted coat of the palest watery blue, and his waistcoat a gleaming silver satin embroidered with delicate butterflies of white thread. The tassels on his ivory-headed cane were white and silver too, an exact match.

			
			Silas would have despised him. Harry had never seen anyone so perfect in his life.

			He mumbled a greeting, horribly conscious of his own lumpen earthiness. His grandfather seemed to have been struck equally dumb, although probably not with admiration.

			Mr. Norreys’s gaze moved dispassionately over Harry, up and down and up again. Finally he said, “Good heavens.”

			“I trust you aren’t turning tail,” Lord Richard said.

			Mr. Norreys’s lips compressed, just a fraction. “Dear Richard. You asked for my help and my help you shall have. I dare say I needed a project.”

			Lord Richard gave him a flicker of a look. “Harry, this is all very daunting for you, I know. You must become acquainted with the ways of your new world, and Julius has kindly consented to assist with your education in the matter of dress and manner. He is the most…exquisite man I know.”

			“Thank you, Richard.” Mr. Norreys appeared deeply moved.

			“Wait a moment,” Gideon grunted. “You said you’d make the boy a gentleman—”

			“My venerable sir,” Mr. Norreys interrupted. “Surely that was the business of his parents, some two decades ago?”

			
			Gideon’s bald scalp flushed puce. “There’s nothing wrong with his father’s blood. But his upbringing was as bad as it could be. He should have been raised as a true Vane. I wish him to model himself on you, Richard, not some—” Gideon glanced at Mr. Norreys, then turned pointedly to Lord Richard. “Your style is excellent.”

			“Indeed it is.” Mr. Norreys didn’t take his eyes from Harry. “For a large and sober man of forty.”

			“Thirty-six,” Lord Richard said.

			“Really? I would have thought older, but I dare say you know best. In any case,” Mr. Norreys went on, as Lord Richard opened his mouth and closed it again, “Mr. Harry Vane can hardly be seen to be aping the manner of Lord Richard Vane, almost fifteen years his senior, without inviting…observations.” Mockery was what he meant, Harry was sure. “And it is better that people observe what you want them to see.” He tapped the head of his cane against his lips. “Ye-e-es. No. No, I feel Lord Richard’s restraint would hardly do for Mr. Harry Vane. Would it?”

			He was asking Harry’s opinion. Harry had no idea what to say, but something inside him was fluttering, a tendril of thrilling possibility reaching out for a support. No, I don’t want to be sober and restrained. I want to be beautiful. Bright. Confident. Perfect.

			I want to be you.

			Mr. Norreys’s brows twitched as though Harry had blurted his thoughts out loud. He gave a little nod, then smiled at Gideon. “In any case, my dear old gentleman, Richard’s style is all Cyprian’s genius—his man, you know—and one could scarcely ask him to share.”

			
			“You’re determined to be amusing, Julius.” There was just a faint trace of red over Lord Richard’s cheekbones. Harry wasn’t surprised. He was sure he was scarlet to the hairline by now. It wasn’t just the cool irony that suffused every word Mr. Norreys spoke. It was his eyes, that winter-blue gaze barely leaving Harry’s body, taking his measure, as thoroughly as if he planned to cut Harry’s clothes himself. The last time a man had looked at him so intently…God, two hours later Harry had been pressed against a wall, face to the rough stone, breeches round his knees, hard hands gripping his hips.

			Not something to dwell on now, when he was the object of so much attention. Anyway, he didn’t suppose the fop with the frosty eyes was one for a back-alley upright, with any sort of partner. There would be no such fleshly indignity for the perfect Mr. Norreys. He would probably demand a feather bed, and a female as crystalline as he was himself, if he deigned to fuck at all.

			“On the whole, I believe you were right to recruit me, Richard,” Mr. Norreys was saying. “A young man taking the plunge into the perilous pond of the fashionable world requires a well-judged style and manner. Manners are so important.” He glanced at Gideon. “And, as you observed, he cannot learn them at home.”

			“Harry’s home is with me now,” Gideon pointed out.

			“So it is,” Mr. Norreys agreed amiably.

			“In any case,” Lord Richard put in, “Julius is quite right. I am very happy to introduce Harry to his peers, but as to helping him achieve the correct style there is nobody better qualified than Julius. You doubtless know the Norreys of Wiltshire, Cousin Gideon. Lord Broughton is your…second cousin, Julius?”

			
			“Good Lord, dear fellow, don’t bother me with trivia.” Mr. Norreys cocked his head to one side, frost-blue eyes intent on Harry. “May I ask about the funding of this enterprise?”

			“I hold the purse strings,” Gideon said. “The boy’s my grandson; he’ll have what he needs.”

			“And the budget?”

			Gideon sniffed. “What’s required? I’d have thought five hundred—”

			“Fifteen hundred,” Mr. Norreys said, quite calmly, and Harry almost fell over.

			“Fifteen—” Gideon repeated, equally incredulous.

			“You said gentleman, dear sir, and we start from nothing. Boots, hats, gloves, coats.” Mr. Norreys’s slim, elegant hands sketched shapes in the air. “A gentleman’s accoutrements. A full wardrobe. One cannot do it for less. Well, of course one could, but, really, a Vane could not. Could he, Richard?”

			“I’m sure you’re right. And he’ll need a valet.”

			“I’ll hire one,” Gideon said. “I pay the piper—”

			“So by all means call that tune.” Mr. Norreys gave Lord Richard a little nod, “Very well. Unless there’s anything more, I suggest that we abduct Galatea here so that I may commence my duties.”

			“Abduct?” Harry almost yelped. “That is, what do you mean to do with me, sir?”

			“A haircut, first of all.” Mr. Norreys frowned. “À la Titus, I think. Then a visit to—do you know, I think we will honor Mr. Cheney with our patronage. He will do excellently for the foundation stones of a wardrobe which you may bring to Arrandene.”

			
			“Arrandene?”

			Lord Richard smiled reassuringly at Harry. “I have a small place in Edgware, not far north of London. I thought you might come down for a few weeks, Harry. A little privacy in which Julius can advise you, and take your measure in the way of fashion. Though I trust he won’t abuse his power. Julius’s waistcoats are a thing apart, and not to be imitated.”

			“But they’re wonderful,” Harry said, unable to stop himself. “I mean, that one. Mr. Norreys’s waistcoat. It’s beautiful.”

			“Hah!” said Mr. Norreys. “Our young gentleman has instinct.”

			“Oh, good God,” Lord Richard murmured. “Julius—”

			“You gave me the office of tutor,” Mr. Norreys reminded him. “I intend to teach.” He held out his hand and Harry took it. His grip was cool and light, sliding over Harry’s skin like the faintest caress, making the hairs on the back of his hand prickle. “I shall take you to Mr. Cheney, my pupil, and then once we have the bare rudiments of a wardrobe, we retreat to Arrandene.” Cool and assessing, Mr. Norreys’s eyes were trained on Harry, with just a suspicion of something—interest, amusement?—sparking in their depths. “And when I have you in rural solitude, dear boy, why, then your education will begin.”

			—

			“Titus,” said Mr. Norreys.

			Lord Richard frowned. “You don’t think Cherubin?”

			“If I thought Cherubin, dear Richard, I should have said Cherubin.”

			Lord Richard exhaled. He had begun to betray a certain annoyance—hardly surprising; in Harry’s world, he would have punched Mr. Norreys by now.

			
			Mr. Norreys remained glacial, and the third man in the room, Cyprian, was entirely unreadable. Harry had been scarlet with tongue-tied humiliation upon meeting again the man who’d plied him with gin, but there was no trace of his drinking companion in the effortlessly correct servant. The foxlike grin was as hidden as the flaming hair under its thick coating of white powder. Lord Richard’s confidential servant was good at concealment.

			Harry sat in a chair facing the mirror. Cyprian waited with scissors, scrutinizing him, while the gentlemen argued over his head.

			“Harry might be more comfortable—”

			“If I may remind you, Richard, you gave me free rein.”

			“Nevertheless, I think you should consult Harry. Since it is his hair.”

			Mr. Norreys lifted a shaggy brown curl between finger- and thumb tips with a show of distaste. “I cannot imagine what he would have to offer. Do you have anything to offer?” he asked Harry.

			Harry shook his head dumbly.

			“Precisely,” said Mr. Norreys. “Titus.”

			Lord Richard sighed. “Cyprian. Titus or Cherubin for Mr. Harry?”

			Cyprian’s eyes flickered over Harry, assessing him like horseflesh. “I believe Mr. Norreys is correct, my lord.”

			Lord Richard tilted his head. “Then carry on.”

			Cyprian moved forward, scissors gleaming in his hand. Harry shut his eyes and tried not to flinch.

			“He looks alarmed.” Mr. Norreys spoke close to Harry’s ear. “Does the prospect of a haircut dismay?”

			
			“I doubt it’s just the haircut,” said Lord Richard. “Must you terrify him in order to punish me?”

			“I can’t imagine what you mean.”

			“Of course not.” There was a knock at the door accompanied by a quiet cough, which evidently summoned Lord Richard to other business. “Excuse me, gentlemen.”

			He left the room. Abandoned, Harry looked up nervously at Mr. Norreys and met his frosty eyes in the glass. They stared at each other for a silent moment as Cyprian’s scissors snipped.

			“And yet,” Mr. Norreys said, as though continuing a conversation, “one must strive for comfortable relations, must one not?” Harry blinked. Mr. Norreys folded his arms. “First names. Julius.”

			“N-no, sir, I’m Harry.”

			“Yes, you are,” Mr. Norreys agreed. “And I am Julius. Say, ‘Good afternoon, Julius.’ ”

			“G-good afternoon, uh, J-Julius.”

			“Without stuttering. You are permitted to speak. I may even, on occasion, require your opinion.” He obviously noticed Harry’s alarm. “You need not fear being wrong. I shall tell you if you are wrong.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Julius.”

			“Julius.” Harry just managed to bite back the “sir.” Mr. Norreys’s—Julius’s—unreadable eyes met his in

			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/9781101886021_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Prologue


						Chapter 1


						Chapter 2


						Chapter 3


						Chapter 4


						Chapter 5


						Chapter 6


						Chapter 7


						Chapter 8


						Chapter 9


						Chapter 10


						Chapter 11


						Chapter 12


						Chapter 13


						Chapter 14


						Chapter 15


						Chapter 16


						Acknowledgments


						About the Author


						Excerpt from Dirty Games


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						1


						2


						306


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						242


						243


						244


						245


						246


						247


						248


						249


						250


						251


						252


						253


						254


						255


						256


						257


						258


						259


						260


						261


						262


						263


						264


						265


						266


						267


						268


						269


						270


						271


						272


						273


						274


						275


						276


						277


						278


						279


						280


						281


						282


						283


						284


						285


						286


						287


						288


						289


						290


						291


						292


						293


						294


						295


						296


						297


						298


						299


						300


						301


						302


						303


						304


						305


						307


						308


						311


						312


						313


						314


						315


						316


						317


						318


						319


						320


						321


						322


						323


			


		
	


OEBPS/images/9781101886021_cover.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781101886021_title_page.jpg
A Fashionable
Indulgence

Society of Gentlemen

K. J. Charles

IS

Loveswept
New York





