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            “The aristocratic world does not like either clergymen, or women, to make too much noise.”
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            Prologue

         
         
            —It is many years since so great a sensation has been excited in the gay circles by the beauty of a débutante, as by that of the Hertfordshire beauty Miss Hyacinth Pomfret, second daughter of Lord deGriffith. At the Drawing Room on Thursday,
               this young lady was the admiration of everyone present.
            

            —Foxe’s Morning Spectacle, Saturday 4 May 1833
            

            —Not long ago we reported the excitement of Miss Hyacinth Pomfret’s debut. This week her sister Miss Pomfret has unexpectedly
               returned from abroad. As our readers will recollect, Lord deGriffith’s eldest daughter has instigated more than one sensation
               since her own debut some years ago. On two occasions, the Riot Act was read. The second, shortly before her departure for
               the Continent, followed a dispute with Lord Nunsthorpe regarding the Factories Regulation Bill. Consequently, news of her
               return has been greeted, in several quarters, with trepidation.
            

            —Foxe’s Morning Spectacle, Thursday 30 May 1833
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Lecture Hall of the Anti-Vice League, London

            Thursday 13 June 1833

         

         Papa was not going to be happy about this, Cassandra thought as she rose from her seat.

         
         But it had to be done, and the Andromeda Society had agreed that she would speak for them. Her father was a powerful member
            of the House of Commons, where Mr. Titus Owsley seemed to be gaining more support than he ought for his ill-conceived bill.
            He might ignore other women, but he couldn’t afford to ignore Lord deGriffith’s daughter.
         

         
         Owsley was one of the younger members, handsome, well-spoken, and, according to her father, far more ambitious than his apparent
            humility suggested. Parliament’s generous supply of hypocrites didn’t hurt the gentleman’s cause.
         

         
         She’d dressed so as not to call attention to herself. No flowers or birds sprang from the modest hat perched upon her dark red hair. No mounds of ruffles and furbelows adorned her pale lavender dress. She had dressed, in fact, in the way moral crusaders like Owsley approved. She had sat quietly through his lecture and listened. He was not entirely without sense and compassion, but he, like most of the upper classes, understood essentially nothing about ordinary people. 

         
         Her face its usual mask of calm, she said, “Mr. Owsley, in recent weeks some pieces have appeared in the London journals regarding
            your bill for the better enforcement of the Sabbath. I and many others have patiently awaited your response. Since Sabbath
            laws and practices have formed the substance of your lecture today, I trust you will answer the critics now.”
         

         
         He gave her a puzzled frown. “Critics? I’m not sure what journals you mean, Miss Pomfret.”

         
         This she doubted very much, but she played along.

         
         “I mean this sort of thing.” She waved the clipping she’d taken from a recent edition of Figaro in London, a satirical paper with a radical slant.
         

         
         Though by now she’d memorized the words, she looked down and read:

         
         “‘The introduction of a bill by Mr. Titus Owsley, which, under the plea of enforcing the observance of the Sabbath, is calculated
            to withhold on that day the supply of their necessities from the poor, without curtailing the rich of any of their luxuries,
            is one of the grossest pieces of senatorial humbug that we can remember for a very long period.’”
         

         
         Gasps and titters from those about her. A crack of masculine laughter from the gallery. She kept her gaze on the clippings.

         
         He said, “Th-that is n-n—”

         
         “‘He wishes nothing to be done on the Lord’s day,’” she read on, “‘but such work as may be necessary for the existing state of Society. Splendid dinners may still be cooked and eaten in mansions, but necessary food may not be procured at an eating house. Private carriages may throng the roads as usual, but there are to be no public conveyances tolerated on the Sabbath. In fact the alteration is to affect only the poorer classes, while the same license that hitherto has existed is still to be permitted to Society.’” 

         
         Hisses, boos, and laughter now.

         
         She looked up at him. He’d pasted on his red face the condescending smile men customarily awarded women who attempted to reason
            with them. He cleared his throat and tightened his grasp on the lectern.
         

         
         Before he could compose a response, she said, “Is it or is it not a fair characterization of your bill? Or would you find
            it easier to answer the questions the editor asks?”
         

         
         She read from the next part of the Figaro piece:
         

         
         
            “Mr. Titus Owsley do you think,

            That on a Sunday ’tis discreet

            The poor should neither eat nor drink ?

            That food on that day is not meet ?

         

         
         
            “That private carriages may go

            Without the smallest fear of evil,

            While stages—”

         

         “Thank you, Miss Pomfret,” he said through clenched teeth. “This is typical of the impious journals, which delight in ridiculing
            everything and everybody.” He looked out over the audience. “Other questions?”
         

         
         “Before you have answered mine?” she said.

         
         “Let her finish the poem!” somebody called out.

         
         “Answer the lady’s questions!” somebody else shouted.

         
         “What lady? That’s deGriffith’s Gorgon.”

         
         A collective gasp at this.

         
         Then a chorus of “See here!” and “Who said that?” and the like.

         
         More voices joined in, opposing, agreeing, daring, threatening. Men rose from their seats. Women began leaving theirs and starting for the doors. 

         
         Fists waved. The shouting amplified to a roar. In a moment, the lecture hall erupted into pandemonium.

         
          

         
            deGriffith House, St. James’s Square

            Later that day

         

         “In a matter of hours I have become a joke among my colleagues,” Lord deGriffith said as he paced his study. “My daughter
            could not leave it to me to deal with Owsley and his defective bill, but felt obliged to raise questions herself, in a public
            place, to make us the laughingstocks of London.”
         

         
         Cassandra had expected a severe scolding. What she had not prepared for was her father summoning her sister Hyacinth into
            the study as well.
         

         
         But lately, Papa had been behaving oddly regarding Hyacinth. This started when he, Mama, and Hyacinth arrived in London for
            the sitting of Parliament and the social events connected to it. Shortly after they settled into the town house in St. James’s
            Square, influenza had begun to rage through Town, and he’d used that excuse to postpone her debut again and again.
         

         
         Once she was presented at Court, he curtailed her social life, refusing countless invitations. She could attend only the most
            exclusive affairs, among only the highest of the haut ton. She was not nineteen, and relegated to the stuffiest of stuffy
            parties.
         

         
         Hyacinth hadn’t complained. She never did. But Cassandra could read between the lines of her letters, and the last note from
            Lady Charles Ancaster, their aunt Julia, had only hastened Cassandra’s return from France.
         

         
         She’d hardly arrived when her brother Augustus’s wife, Mary, fell ill, and Cassandra had gone to Hertfordshire to help look after her and manage the family. She’d no sooner returned to London than she needed to deal with Owsley’s sanctimonious drivel. 

         
         “Mr. Owsley invited the public,” she said. “I spoke because somebody needed to point out—in simple terms, in public—his duplicity.” The papers would report the to-do at the lecture hall. Among
            other things, this would attract the attention of eating houses, transport companies, and others whose businesses would suffer.
            With them in an uproar, the bill was doomed, she hoped.
         

         
         “Papa, he lectures about pious behavior and claims to be helping the poor while his bill actively seeks to increase their
            misery.”
         

         
         “The Sabbath bill—or any other bill, for that matter—is not the issue,” her father said. “You are not a member of Parliament.
            You’re a young lady. Episodes like these will make you unmarriageable.”
         

         
         “For having an opinion? For caring about more than what frock to wear?”

         
         “There are other ways to care, as I have told you time and again. If your little social club isn’t enough for you, you’ve
            scores of other ladies’ charities to choose from.”
         

         
         As though she’d never lifted a finger to help those in need. How many fêtes and fairs and other fund-raising events had she
            been part of since she left the nursery? Hadn’t she joined the Andromeda Society—her “little social club”—precisely because
            the others weren’t enough?
         

         
         “That is the way a lady offers service,” Papa said. “Not standing up at a public event and quoting from the radical journals.”

         
         “But you have quoted from Figaro—”
         

         
         “How many different ways must I say this?” he said. “It is not the belief. It is not the caring. It is not the journal. It is the standing up in public and making a spectacle of yourself.” 

         
         It was her refusal to be silent, in other words.

         
         He went on, “I had hoped this time you’d returned from your travels with greater maturity and patience. I had hoped your efforts
            with Mary signified a change. But you seem determined to make a harridan of yourself, and place yourself beyond any possibility
            of marriage.”
         

         
         Uh-oh. Cassandra saw a chasm yawning before her. Her father was a wily politician. She said cautiously, calmly, “I am unable to
            see the wisdom of changing my character in order to please a man.”
         

         
         “Not your character. Your behavior. Can you not see the difference?”
         

         
         “I know I cannot pretend to be somebody I am not.”

         
         He stopped pacing and looked from her to Hyacinth and back again. He drew a deep breath and let it out. “Very well,” he said
            in milder tones. “Do as you like. You always do. But.”
         

         
         He paused and bent his head and appeared to study the floor.

         
         Cassandra and Hyacinth exchanged glances. The word but uttered in that particular tone, followed by the pause and the bowed head, was famous. On several occasions it had preceded
            the death and burial of a piece of legislation. It had led to the untimely demise of four political careers. It had made the
            previous King cry more times than anybody could count.
         

         
         “But,” Papa said, “be aware that I am unable to see the wisdom of continuing Hyacinth’s Season if you are going to undermine
            it.”
         

         
         “Undermine—”

         
         “Your behavior reflects on her, on all of us. You came out years ago, and you’re still unwed. You do as you please, with no checks on your behavior, thanks to my overindulgent parents.” 

         
         Their hands full with an abundance of sons, her parents had more or less transferred the upbringing of their difficult eldest
            daughter to her paternal grandparents, a most fortunate turn of events. Grandmama and Grandpapa Chelsfield understood she
            wasn’t like other girls, and they didn’t try to mold her into that sort. However, they remained in Paris, and she was obliged,
            for the present, to deal with her parents on her own.
         

         
         “It does not occur to you,” her father was saying, “that eligible men as well as their families may wonder whether Hyacinth
            will follow in your footsteps.”
         

         
         “But Hyacinth is nothing like me, Papa. She never has been.”

         
         Neither younger sister was like her. Helena was away at school, not getting into any trouble, so far as Cassandra knew, and
            Hyacinth . . .
         

         
         Oh, she was beautiful, inside and out, sweet-natured, kind, forgiving, tolerant, patient.

         
         Cassandra was Medusa and deGriffith’s Gorgon and Cassandra Prophet of Doom. The world saw her as unwomanly because she did not keep her opinions to herself and, worse, she said what she had to say
            plainly and directly.
         

         
         In short, she was a shrew.

         
         Nobody wanted to marry a shrew—except the swaggering bully Petruchio in the Shakespeare play, hardly her ideal man. Not that
            the ideal man existed.
         

         
         Marriage was tricky enough even with relatively rational men like her grandfather or father or her brother Augustus. Even intelligent women made fatal errors in this regard. Look at her dearest friend, Alice, now bound forever to the Duke of Blackwood. And only the other day, Lady Olympia Hightower had a narrow escape, she having the abundant good sense to run away minutes before she was to marry the Duke of Ashmont. 

         
         “I had deluded myself that being in Society with other girls would soften you,” Papa said. “But Season after Season passed,
            and you only became more fixed in your ways. I cannot allow you to continue to set a bad example for your younger sisters.
            I cannot allow you to continue to distress your mother. As I have pointed out to her more than once recently, it is ridiculous
            to bring out a daughter of eighteen when the one so rapidly approaching thirty will not settle down.”
         

         
         Thirty! She would not reach that dire age for another four years and some months.

         
         “Papa, it is not a matter of—”

         
         “It would appear very ill for Hyacinth to be wed before her sister, who is quite as handsome in her own way and could be equally
            agreeable if she would only make the effort. And so, that is the end of it.” He paused, and looked from one daughter to the
            other.
         

         
         “The end of . . . ?”

         
         “I will not give Hyacinth permission to marry until you are wed,” he said. “Since she may not marry, I see no reason for her
            to spend another minute on the Marriage Mart. No dinners, dejeuners, fêtes champêtres, balls, routs, picnics, water parties,
            plays, ballet, opera. In short, as of this minute, Hyacinth’s Season is over.”
         

         
          

         
            Putney Heath

            Midmorning of 15 June 1833

         

         Lucius Wilmot Beckingham, the sixth Duke of Ashmont, slowly lifted his head from his folded arms. He’d been called the most beautiful man in England. He’d been called other things, too, but that’s for later. At present his fair, curling hair stood in ragged corkscrews. His excessively blue eyes were bloodshot. Bruises, a few days old, adorned one. 

         
         While he struggled to focus, the clamorous world about him tipped up, down, and sideways, the whole time turning like a fog-filled
            ship in a swirling sea.
         

         
         He closed his eyes then opened them again, and the haze thinned a degree. These weren’t sailors, only yokels shouting at one
            another. The din arose not from creaking ropes in a storm but from the thump of feet and the clunk of ale pots slammed on
            tables. Not a ship or anything like a ship. A public house.
         

         
         Right.

         
         The Green Man. Putney Heath.

         
         That’s where he was.

         
         After the duel.

         
         With his best friend.

         
         He looked down at his hands. They’d finally stopped shaking.

         
         It had taken only—what? A dozen brandies and soda? Two dozen? Why not three?

         
         No matter. He’d done what he had to do. His Lying, Traitorous Grace the Duke of Ripley, miserable, rotten cur of a so-called
            best friend, had stolen the girl. Not just any girl, but Lady Olympia Hightower. And not the usual stealing-the-girl business—normal
            fun and games for him and his two alleged best friends—but Ashmont’s bride-to-be. In her wedding dress! Minutes before the sermonizing and I wills and what’s-its.
         

         
         But no, it was all right now. All for the best. He and Ripley had done what they had to do and . . .

         
         Ashmont shook his head, trying to shake off the image. But all the brandies and sodas failed to wash away the nightmare stuck in his skull: Ripley’s arm upraised when it oughtn’t to have been, a fraction of a heartbeat too late—the same instant Ashmont pulled the trigger. 

         
         He’d come within a gnat’s eyelash of killing his best friend.

         
         No thanks to the friend. Bloody idiot. Deloping, of all things.

         
         “More.” Ashmont raised a hand to signal the barmaid. “Another.”

         
         Then he remembered he wasn’t alone.

         
         Not yet.

         
         Humphrey Morris. Other side of the table. The Earl of Bartham’s third son. Known at school as Morris Tertius. Tall fellow.
            Nearly as tall as Ashmont. But younger. Lankier. Better behaved.
         

         
         Which explained why he wasn’t one of Ashmont’s best friends. Before. Now was different. Morris had acted as his second when
            His Bloody Grace the Duke of Blackwood refused, traitorous swine. Another so-called best friend who wasn’t. Bugger the lot
            of them.
         

         
         Ashmont cast a bleary gaze at the man sitting opposite, who looked to be loading a pistol.

         
         “Didn’t we already do that?” Ashmont said, his heart sinking. Had he only dreamt the whole ghastly duel?

         
         “Not yet,” Morris said. “You went asleep there for a bit. But before that I said you couldn’t shoot a tankard off the top
            of the window frame over there without breaking the glass and you said you could and now it’s ten guineas whether you can
            or can’t. Only first I need to go out.” He jerked his head toward the back of the public house. “Do a piss.” He pushed up
            clumsily from his seat. “Don’t start without me.”
         

         
         Ashmont watched him move, like a ship in rough seas, out of the room.

         
         He stared at the table in front of him, where the pistol case lay. He considered the proposed target, to the right of the pub’s entrance. 

         
         Easy shot.

         
         “You lying whoreson!” somebody roared. “Say it again and I’ll learn you something you won’t forget.”

         
         “Teach,” Ashmont muttered. “Not learn, you sapskull.”
         

         
         Nobody heeded the grammar lesson. Somebody shouted back at the sapskull. Then everybody was shouting, banging mugs, scraping
            chairs over the floor.
         

         
         The noise set Ashmont’s head vibrating.

         
         “Stow it,” he said. “Stow it, goddamn you all to hell. Stop your bloody row.”

         
         He didn’t raise his voice. He was a duke. When he spoke, people leapt to attention.

         
         Not this lot. Too busy with their— Oh, and now louder shouting, some funny oaths he hadn’t heard before, chairs falling over,
            and a table. Somebody leapt onto somebody else. A rush to the door— Good. Let ’em go. But they left the door open, and the
            uproar— Louder and louder. Inside. Outside. Men spilling out of the back rooms.
         

         
         What were they all doing here at this hour? He flung open the pistol case and grabbed a pistol. Shoving men out of his way,
            he staggered to the door.
         

         
         He stomped through it, through the covered entryway, down the steps, and onto the footpath. He cocked the pistol.

         
          

         
            Meanwhile

         

         There was a limit, and Cassandra had reached it. Mama had wept for two days, Papa wouldn’t listen to reason, and Hyacinth couldn’t find a reason to blame anybody for anything. 

         
         “Papa wants you married,” she’d said last night. “He wants someone protecting you. He doesn’t mean to be harsh. He worries.
            About both of us. You didn’t see what it was like after I made my debut. The gentlemen would make a crush about me, and it
            made Mama anxious and Papa angry. And to tell you the truth, I had rather be able to spend time with the other girls, but
            it isn’t pleasant for them, when men make such a fuss, wanting my attention.”
         

         
         She’d said, too, that she wasn’t ready to marry anybody, and Cassandra wasn’t to fret about it. She urged Cassandra to visit
            their ailing former governess in Roehampton. Mrs. Nisbett was preparing to move to Rome, on doctor’s advice. This would be
            Cassandra’s last chance to see her.
         

         
         The proposal, for once, met with no parental objections beyond the usual grumbling about her driving herself, and it got Cassandra
            out of London, at any rate, and into the fresh scenery of the country.
         

         
         And so this increasingly cloudy June midmorning found her driving her demi-mail phaeton toward Putney Heath. Her maid, Gosney,
            sat beside her in front, and her tiger, Keeffe, behind in the dickey. For a journey of not seven miles from London, in broad
            day, Cassandra deemed this escort more than sufficient.
         

         
         Though inside her head turmoil reigned, the world about her was quiet. The only other living creature she saw was a stray
            cow, sole occupant of the cattle pound that stood in the heath opposite the Green Man Inn, not many yards ahead. Given the
            hour, the weather, and the number of other vehicles about her (none), she assumed she’d reach Mrs. Nisbett’s place in short
            order.
         

         
         But.

         
         As she neared the Green Man, two men tumbled through the door.

         
         From behind her came Keeffe’s voice: “Miss, you’ll want to—”

         
         “Yes, I do see.”

         
         She saw the combatants scramble to their feet and go on with the fight they’d begun indoors.

         
         Other men surged out of the inn behind them, shouting—encouragement and bets, no doubt. She saw a brawl in the making, about
            to spill into the road.
         

         
         While the way was narrow, she had it to herself at present, and could easily move farther to the left, closer to the heath.
            She expected to slip by the imminent melee easily.
         

         
         But in the same instant she turned her horses, another man staggered out of the inn, aimed a pistol at the cloudy sky, and
            fired.
         

         
         The explosion reverberated through the rustic scene like the start of battle. Gosney screamed, squawking birds rocketed up
            from the trees, and the horses took off at full speed. Having begun turning toward the heath, they ran straight into it.
         

         
         Gosney clung to her seat while Cassandra kept to the job at hand: Quiet the animals, stay in control, as Keeffe had taught
            her. She could do this.
         

         
         She hadn’t time.

         
         The reins broke, a wheel struck the edge of the cattle pound, and the vehicle went over.

         
          

         Ashmont ran, on unsteady legs, but he ran. A host of men, equally unsteady, went with him.

         
         When he reached the scene, he saw three bodies on the ground.

         
         Two women, near the carriage. A man, farther away.

         
         Though he needed to cover only a short distance from the steps of the Green Man to the cattle pound, an eternity passed while he approached, sick and dizzy, looking from one motionless body to another. Then he saw movement from the heap of blue clothing. The woman sat up. Shook her head. Looked about her. Her hat had fallen to one side of her head, revealing dark red hair coming loose from its pins. 

         
         He was moving to her even as he took this in, but the ground was rough, he could barely focus, and his legs didn’t want to
            work.
         

         
         The other woman lifted her head then. Still alive. Good.

         
         He crouched by the one who was nearer, the redhead. His mouth was dry. His tongue was stuck. With some effort he managed to
            croak out, “You all right?”
         

         
         She looked straight at him, her eyes stony grey.

         
         “You,” she said. She jerked the hat this way and that and pulled it off, tearing a ribbon. She hit him with it, hard. It was
            only rice straw but she took him unawares. His reflexes sluggish, his balance swimming in brandy, he went over.
         

         
         She scrambled to her feet and picked up the whip lying nearby. “You,” she said, looking down at him.
         

         
         Ashmont decided to stay where he was.

         
         She walked over him, her skirts brushing his trousers.

         
         “Yes, you, of course,” she said. “It only wanted this.”

         
          

         Him.

         
         The knowledge had been there, certainly, somewhere in the commotion of Cassandra’s mind: a flash of recognition in the same
            instant the horses bolted.
         

         
         But he didn’t matter.

         
         Her servants mattered. The horses mattered.

         
         Keeffe.

         
         He’d taught her to ride and drive. He’d been with her from the time she was a troublesome girl of fourteen and he a crippled
            ex-jockey of six and twenty. For nearly twelve years she’d relied on his wisdom, and not only about horses.
         

         
         She would have to attend to the cattle later. The first glance told her they weren’t obviously injured. Further examination
            would have to wait. “See to the horses,” she called, and several men hurried to the animals.
         

         
         Gosney was clambering to her feet. Scratched and bruised, and—oh, bleeding a little. She walked a few steps and took hold
            of one of the cattle pound’s rails. She was damaged, yes, but alive and more or less in one piece.
         

         
         The cow, in no wise discomposed by recent events, moved to that side of the pen to regard her with the usual mild bovine interest.

         
         Cassandra walked swiftly on. She knew where Keeffe was. She could see him, too still, near the foot of a tree.

         
         On the outside, she was fully composed. No matter what happened, the person who held the reins remained majestically calm.
            He’d taught her that. She resisted the urge to run. The ground was rough, and she’d be no good to anybody if she sprained
            an ankle.
         

         
         Her mind was on Keeffe. Her world was on Keeffe.

         
         Her mind made pictures of him: his neck broken, his skull cracked, this time beyond repair.

         
         “Keeffe!” she called.

         
         “Miss!”

         
         She let out a shaky breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding and went to him.

         
         He started to struggle up to a sitting position, and his face twisted.

         
         “Don’t,” she said. “You’re hurt.” She knelt beside him.

         
         “Not a bit of it, miss,” he said. “I’ll be up in a minute. Had the wind knocked out of me is all.”

         
         “Damn and blast!” Breathing alcoholic fumes, the great, worthless ox who’d caused the trouble pushed in next to her, and knelt
            by Keeffe. “Not dead?”
         

         
         “No, Your Grace. Not broken, neither. I’ll do well enough in a minute.”

         
         Your Grace. Yes, everybody knew who he was: the Duke of Ashmont, degenerate par excellence.
         

         
         Cassandra rose. Rage swept over the first wash of relief. Never had she wanted anything so much as she wanted to bring the
            whip handle down on his head. Hard. Repeatedly. Not that he’d feel it.
         

         
         Then she realized she was looking at his bare head, a mass of tousled pale gold curls. The duke was hatless.

         
         And drunk, but that went without saying.

         
         “You lot!” he called. “A litter for—for—”

         
         “Keeffe, Your Grace, and I don’t need carrying. I’ll be right in a tick.”

         
         Years ago Keeffe had been carried off a racecourse, so badly broken that most believed he was dead, or as near as made no
            difference.
         

         
         “Keeffe.” The duke paused, swaying. “Don’t I know you? Not Tom Keeffe? The jockey?”

         
         “Was, Your Grace. Long time ago.”

         
         “Saw you ride at Newmarket that time. Me and some friends. Mere lads then, but we knew all about you. Damned shame about the
            last race.”
         

         
         Damned shame didn’t half cover it.
         

         
         And now . . .

         
         Something was dreadfully wrong. Keeffe was trying to hide it, but Cassandra could see it in his face, in the set of his mouth.

         
         She turned her Medusa stare upon Ashmont. “If you would be so good as to save your reminiscences for later—or never,” she said, “I should like to have my groom looked after.” 

         
         “I’m all right, miss.” Keeffe tried to get up. He gasped and his eyes widened. “Maybe one of you fellows’ll give us a hand,”
            he said to the surrounding gawkers.
         

         
         “I’ll do it,” the duke said.

         
          

         The Duke of Ashmont, of all men.

         
         Once upon a time, he’d loomed large in Cassandra’s life. Among other things, he was the boon companion of the present Duke
            of Ripley, brother of her dearest friend, Alice—unfortunately, and perhaps tragically, the Duchess of Blackwood now. For a
            good part of Cassandra’s girlhood she’d seen Ashmont nearly every summer at Camberley Place, home of her aunt Julia.
         

         
         These days she knew him primarily by repute. He featured in newspapers’ and magazines’ gossip columns, indignant letters to
            editors, and satirical images in print shop windows and print sellers’ umbrellas.
         

         
         Though Cassandra had had little to do with him—or Ripley or Blackwood for that matter—even in her girlhood, she was well aware
            of what he’d become. Ashmont, along with the other two, was one of Their Dis-Graces and, in the opinion of most of the Great
            World, the most reprehensible: a hard-living libertine with a puerile sense of humor and the combative instincts of a gamecock,
            who created chaos wherever he went.
         

         
         Ah, yes, this was exactly what she needed: a badly damaged carriage, no acceptable vehicle in sight, the peerage’s most disreputable
            member with an entourage of idle, drunken locals, and Keeffe in severe pain he couldn’t hide as well as he thought he could.
         

         
         She quickly reviewed the situation.

         
         Until recently, Augustus and Mary had lived in Putney, and Cassandra knew the area reasonably well. She knew the Green Man, after a fight, was no place for an injured man. The same applied to other nearby taverns. 

         
         However, the White Lion, a large and busy hostelry in the High Street, stood not a mile away. There was a competent surgeon
            in the High Street as well, if he was still there, after the three dukes’ depredations. They had provided more than usual
            excitement in Putney and elsewhere in the past week, according to Foxe’s Morning Spectacle.
         

         
         Ashmont rose uncertainly and put his hand out to help her tiger.

         
         “On no account move him yet,” she said sharply. “Keeffe’s broken something, and I won’t have him jolted.”

         
         “No, miss! It’s only bumps and bruises, and you know I’ve taken harder falls.”

         
         “Don’t move,” she told Keeffe. “Don’t speak.”

         
         “Miss, I vow—”

         
         She looked at him. Keeffe subsided.

         
         She turned her gaze to Ashmont and found him regarding her in a puzzled manner.

         
         A few stray beams of sunlight broke through the morning clouds and glinted in his fair hair, like sparkles in a glass of champagne.
            He smiled, and his bruised, dissipated face changed and became ethereal.
         

         
         In her mind’s eye arose a long-buried memory of an autumn night at Camberley Place and a ten-year-old Cassandra looking up
            in wonder at the heavens. Beside her stood the Duke of Ashmont’s beautiful son, a few years older than she. He was her brother
            Anselm’s age, but not as obnoxious. At the time he was Lord Selston—Selston to the other boys—but her aunt Julia called him
            by his given name, Lucius.
         

         
         From lux: light. Cassandra was learning Latin, mainly on her own.
         

         
         He was showing her how to find the constellations in the great mass of stars that formed the Milky Way.

         
         “And there is Andromeda,” he said.

         
         “Where?” she said.

         
         Unlike her brother, he didn’t snort or sneer that girls didn’t know anything.
         

         
         Lord Selston showed her how to pick out the relevant stars. “Do you know her story?” he said.

         
         “No.” She looked up into his face and imagined he’d come from there, from the stars, while he told her the myth of Perseus
            and Andromeda.
         

         
         His Grace with the Angel Face.

         
         Alice called him that, among other things.

         
         Years and years had passed since that night of stargazing. The boy who’d once seemed a celestial being had vanished a long
            time ago.
         

         
         Cassandra swallowed a sigh. Such a waste. Such a great waste.

         
         Still smiling down at her, the Duke of Ashmont swayed gently one way, then the other, and toppled to the ground.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Her eyes were grey, like the clouds overhead. They had flashed silver lightning. Her eyes, that is. When Ashmont opened his,
            the clouds he gazed up at were calm, shadowy things, big as elephants, marching slowly across the heavens. Here and there
            between the fluffy elephants, one caught a glimpse of what might be sky, or clouds farther away. No hint of blue broke through
            the elephants and their world.
         

         
         Her eyes were grey, and Ashmont felt as though the elephants had been dancing on him.

         
         He became aware of voices. Hers said, “I don’t have time for this. You men, get the duke up from the ground.”

         
         What seemed like hundreds of outstretched hands appeared above him.

         
         “It’s all right, Yer Grace,” said one.

         
         “You was took sudden-like, is all,” said another. “Coming out straight into the air, and running after Miss Pomfret and all.”

         
         Pomfret. Didn’t he know that name? Never mind. Thinking hurt.
         

         
         “All the fresh morning air overcame him, no doubt,” came her voice. “And why he should be awake at this hour is no mystery. There was a duel, I collect.” 

         
         Chorus of voices: “Oh, no, Miss Pomfret!”

         
         “Them’s illegal, them duels.”

         
         “Nobody does it anymore.”

         
         “Not here, leastways.”

         
         Ashmont waved a hand. “Stop your bloody row. Go away.”

         
         They retreated. He was a duke, after all. When he waved his hand, people did things, like get out of the way.

         
         He was the only one who didn’t.

         
         No matter what he did, he didn’t get out of the way.

         
         He wasn’t sure what that meant. Never mind. Didn’t care.

         
         He lifted his head from the ground and shook it. Into his line of vision came a pair of lady’s half boots. Blue. And the bottom
            of a dirt- and grass-stained blue skirt. His gaze traveled slowly up a line of bows to a belted waist and up over a rumpled
            lacy bodice—not the most ample one he’d ever seen—framed by wrinkled wide lapels, and up to the face and the silver-flashing
            eyes and the dark red curls. No hat. She’d hit him with it.
         

         
         All the effort of looking made his head tired.

         
         He let it sink back again.

         
         She said something to somebody. He heard footsteps, thudding hurriedly over the heath and fading away.

         
         She held out a gloved hand. “Get up.”

         
         Ashmont didn’t want to get up. His head was a great, throbbing, lead mountain.

         
         “Get up.” The gloved hand remained, waiting.
         

         
         He ignored it.

         
         He closed his eyes. Time passed.

         
         Cold water sloshed over him. He was drowning, gasping, bolting up so suddenly from the ground that he very nearly cast up his accounts. The world went round and round, green and brown and grey with bright blobs of color here and there. 

         
         “What? What?” His vision cleared and he saw her holding the bucket.

         
         “Feeling better now?” she said.

         
         He was distantly aware of laughter, abruptly stifled.

         
         Mainly he was aware of her, standing tall and straight, chin up, grey eyes daring him . . . and was that a hint of a smile
            at the corners of her mouth?
         

         
         “I did not have time to wait for you to come to your senses,” she said. “I strongly doubt that will ever happen, in any event.”

         
         For an alarming moment, he couldn’t remember. Everything before this moment was lost in a heavy haze. Clouds.

         
         “My man needs help,” she said.

         
         “Miss, there was no call for that. He’s a duke. I’ll be right as rain in a wink.”
         

         
         “Save your strength, Keeffe,” she said. “You’ll need it.”

         
         Ashmont looked in the direction the male voice had come from.

         
         It all came back.

         
         The gun had gone off, then everything went wrong . . . but nobody dead. Yet.

         
         She moved nearer, and he resisted the strong and unusual temptation to retreat. She said, her voice much lower, close by his
            ear: “You are so intoxicated, Lucius, as to be a danger to yourself, not to mention everybody in your vicinity. Regardless
            of my personal feelings—and personally, I find your condition and behavior disgusting and disgraceful in the extreme—”
         

         
         “Never mind the sweet talk, m’dear,” he managed to croak. “Say what’s on your mind.”

         
         “Horrifying as the thought is, I need your help. Now. I need you to throw your weight and your money about. You must collect
            yourself and try, for once in your misbegotten life, to make yourself useful.”
         

         
          

         Somehow through the haze and the nearly overwhelming desire to lie down and die, Ashmont made sure a litter was produced in
            short order, along with transport. He saw Keeffe carefully loaded onto it, then onto the cart, where he was secured, to reduce
            jolting as much as possible. Miss Pomfret insisted on walking alongside the cart to the inn, and warned the driver of every
            bump and rut in the road ahead. Ashmont walked on the other side. By the time they reached the White Lion, the surgeon he’d
            sent for had arrived, and Ashmont was ready to have his head amputated.
         

         
         Though a young man, in practice for only a few years, Mr. Greenslade had immense experience with concussions, near drownings,
            broken bones, and divers other injuries, all thanks to Their Dis-Graces. He could have performed admirably in wartime. Likewise,
            neither plague, pestilence, famine, nor cannon fire would daunt the proprietor and staff of the White Lion, the three dukes’
            favorite stopping place in the area.
         

         
         They’d done some damage here and elsewhere, but Ashmont and his friends always balanced the scales. They paid for the trouble,
            whatever it was, and paid handsomely, wiping the slate clean of pranks, fights, seductions, and destructions. As a result,
            the dukes’ return met with welcome instead of pitchforks, blazing torches, and snarling dogs.
         

         
         The surgeon had Keeffe transferred to a table in one of the private dining rooms. This was the same table and room in which Ashmont had seen more than one fellow stretched out, awaiting Greenslade’s ministrations. Miss Pomfret was determined to remain to supervise, but this once she was overborne. Though he’d submitted to everything else, Keeffe would not submit to her seeing him undressed. He became so agitated that she finally left, to prevent his injuring himself further. 

         
         At the surgeon’s suggestion, Ashmont took himself to the coffee room.

         
         Shortly after the waiter took his order, Morris Tertius arrived, carrying the pistol case and Ashmont’s hat.

         
         Only then did Ashmont realize he’d lost the hat. And a fine dueling pistol. What had he done with the weapon?

         
         “Where’d you get to?” Morris said. “One minute you were there, and then you weren’t and then I woke up under a table and nobody
            knew where you’d gone, and then they did, only it was ten different directions. Somebody said you were shot, and somebody
            else said it was a servant, and then I looked down on the table and there was the pistol case and only one weapon in it. ‘What
            happened to the other one?’ I wondered.”
         

         
         Blackwood had said of Humphrey Morris that he had tongue enough for two sets of teeth. At the moment, Ashmont didn’t mind
            the talking. It stopped the thinking.
         

         
         Drink did that, too, but oddly enough, the duke felt he might have drunk enough for one morning.

         
         Two women injured. And the little fellow, the little fellow. Of all the men in all the world Ashmont had to damage, it had
            to be Tom Keeffe. A hero of the turf? Hell, a hero of life. Born in a workhouse. A child of the rookeries. Somehow he’d escaped,
            to find his calling and climb to the very top of jockeydom.
         

         
         . . . until that day at Newmarket, when he’d been all but trampled to death. In fact, he’d been reported dead at first. Yet here he was. He’d survived, against impossible odds, much in the way he’d won his earliest races. 

         
         If he didn’t survive this . . .

         
         It didn’t bear thinking about, and so Ashmont wouldn’t think about it.

         
         He said, “While you were gone, the locals started brawling. Wasn’t in the humor for it. Went out and fired the pistol. Didn’t
            you hear it?”
         

         
         Morris shook his head. “Heard something. Don’t know what. Don’t actually remember very much.”

         
         Ashmont told him.

         
         Morris’s eyebrows went up. His light brown eyes opened very wide, as did his mouth. “Did you say Miss Pomfret was in the carriage?”
            His facial expression softened and his voice became hushed. “Not Miss Hyacinth Pomfret?”
         

         
         “Miss Pomfret,” Ashmont said. “Red hair. Grey eyes. Five and three-quarter feet tall or thereabouts. A Boadicea sort of female.
            Threw a bucket of water on me.”
         

         
         Called him Lucius. Whoever did that?
         

         
         Morris’s dreamy expression sharpened into horror. “Oh, no! Cassandra Pomfret! Here!”
         

         
         “You know her, I take it.”

         
         “You don’t? How can you not know her?”

         
         “Someone said she was Miss Pomfret, and most of Putney seems to know who she is.”

         
         “One of her brothers has a place here,” Morris said. “Lets it now. Lord deGriffith’s family. Earl of Chelsfield’s heir. There’re ten of them. She’s the eldest of the three girls. Also known as Cassandra Prophet of Doom, which is, she opens her mouth and horrible nightmare things come out. You must know her. Ripley’s sister’s friend. Lady Charles Ancaster is Lord deGriffith’s sister.” 

         
         Lady Charles Ancaster: Ripley’s aunt Julia. She’d always treated Ripley’s two friends as though they were his brothers and
            she was their mother. She’d called Ashmont by his given name only the other day, in the course of a sharpish dressing-down.
            Having grown up without a mother, Ashmont didn’t mind the tongue-lashings. They seemed to go with the affection she supplied
            with equal generosity.
         

         
         Lucius.

         
         No one else called him that anymore.

         
         Except Miss Pomfret, on the heath, when she also called him disgraceful and disgusting.
         

         
         It came back then. The redheaded girl. Camberley Place. So long ago that was, ages and ages. A lifetime.

         
         “No genealogy,” he said. “My head isn’t right and I haven’t the stomach for fourth cousins six times removed on the mother’s
            side or wherever it is.”
         

         
         “Lady Charles Ancaster,” Morris said patiently. “Ripley’s aunt.”

         
         “Yes, yes, I know.”

         
         “Also Miss Pomfret’s aunt, but from the other side. How can you not know Miss Pomfret? She and Lady Alice—the Duchess of Blackwood,
            that is—have been as thick as thieves since they were in the nursery.”
         

         
         “Seem to have lost touch,” Ashmont said. “Good girl? Good family? Unwed? What would I have to do with her, then?”

         
         People had introduced him to eligible girls, and he’d bowed and gone the other way. He’d avoided the species when he first entered London’s social whirl, and he’d kept on doing so. Respectable misses were boring. Chaperons everywhere. No privacy allowed. You certainly couldn’t have any fun with them. If you did, you had to marry them. 

         
         Olympia, the girl he’d decided to marry, was a good girl. Not that he’d been looking for a wife at the time. He’d found her
            by accident.
         

         
         She wasn’t boring.

         
         But his best friend had stolen her, the thieving, lying maggot.

         
         Now Blackwood and Ripley had wives and Ashmont didn’t. Ripley hadn’t even had to work for his! He hadn’t spent weeks courting
            her and persuading her family he wouldn’t ruin her life. No, all Ripley had to do—
         

         
         But no, not all Ripley’s fault, the backstabbing swine. Women were unpredictable, and respectable women were especially troublesome,
            because they didn’t play by the rules of trade, as the fallen sisterhood did.
         

         
         No, Olympia had gone her own way, tossing aside vows and signed papers as though they were old gloves. And he and Ripley had
            fought this morning, as they were obliged to do, and cleared the slate. Friends again. And that was that.
         

         
         Always best to clear the slate. Saved endless botheration.

         
         And best to clear it as quickly as possible.

         
         If it could be cleared.

         
         But Keeffe wouldn’t die. He couldn’t. He’d live, and Ashmont would pay whatever it cost.

         
         He returned his attention to Morris, who was rhapsodizing about one of Miss Pomfret’s sisters.

         
          

         According to Cassandra’s watch, more than two hours had passed by the time Mr. Greenslade entered the small private dining parlor on the first floor, where she waited. She’d tended to Gosney’s lacerations and sent the maid to the public dining room to settle her nerves with tea and something to eat. 

         
         Cassandra had occupied the time since either watching the doings in the courtyard below or the darkening and swelling clouds
            above while she considered her situation and entertained fantasies in which the Duke of Ashmont made his way slowly and painfully
            through all nine circles of Dante’s Hell.
         

         
         “Two fractured ribs,” said the surgeon. “While the fractures appear to be clean, it is, as I’m sure you understand, impossible
            to be certain of the fact.”
         

         
         She’d suspected broken ribs, and though the injury was not as bad as she’d feared, this wasn’t the best news. Surgeons, in
            her experience, were inevitably sure, all too sure.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” she said.

         
         “A fever.”

         
         Her heart sank.

         
         Shattered bones could result in fatal infections, affections of the lungs. She’d seen it happen in impoverished families.
            Even among the upper orders, one heard of all too many cases. She told herself that Keeffe had survived a great deal worse—but
            he’d been a younger man then, undamaged and in prime strength.
         

         
         “He claims he’s ready to return to work,” Greenslade said. “I don’t doubt he feels better, and in the usual way of things, having wrapped him securely, I would say you might continue your journey—albeit with caution. But peripneumony is a concern in these cases, and in the present circumstances I would urge you most strongly not to move him farther than the nearest bedchamber. A day or two of rest, with a cooling diet and careful nursing, will tell us whether the fever is simply the body’s immediate reaction to the injury, or a deeper complication. I attempted to explain this to him, but he became so wrought up that I was obliged to administer a dose of laudanum, to prevent his injuring himself further. For the moment, he has quieted.” 

         
         “If we want to keep him here, we’ll have to strap him to the bed,” Cassandra said. After the racing accident he’d spent months
            immobilized, told he’d never walk again. Small wonder he’d reacted so forcefully to the surgeon’s recommendation.
         

         
         “What I would suggest—”

         
         The door flew open. The Duke of Ashmont filled it, all sunlight hair and celestial blue eyes and big shoulders and too much
            of everything. He stepped into the private parlor, which seemed to shrink in consequence.
         

         
         “They told me you were out of the sickroom,” he said. “How’s the jockey?”

         
          

         Ashmont hadn’t expected a warm welcome and he didn’t get one. The lady folded her arms and looked at him, her face impassive,
            while the room’s temperature sank several degrees.
         

         
         “Two fractured ribs,” she said before the surgeon could respond. “With complications.”

         
         He felt sick. He ignored it and said, “Ribs, yes. Tendency to go to pieces. But Greenslade here’s wrapped him up good and
            tight, I daresay, and—”
         

         
         “Mr. Greenslade, kindly step out of the room,” she said. “I should like to have a word with the duke. In the meantime, I must
            ask you to look at my maid. Some lacerations. I cleaned them, but she needs a stitch or two, and she resisted my offer to
            do it.”
         

         
         The surgeon looked at him, eyebrows raised.

         
         “Do as the lady says,” Ashmont said. “If I need help, I’ll scream.”

         
         Greenslade went out, closing the door behind him.

         
         “Remember you now,” Ashmont told her. “Camberley Place. You and Lady Alice and all the other little girls. The cousins.”

         
         Her expression remained as cold and blank as stone.

         
         “You know, not sure you ought to be alone with me,” Ashmont said. “As I recollect, it isn’t done. Respectable lady. Infamous
            rakehell. That sort of thing. Maybe, for instance, we could adjourn to the courtyard, where I might get a running start. Or
            at least witnesses, in case of murder.”
         

         
         “Keeffe has a fever,” she said.

         
         “Ah.”

         
         “He is not to be moved. He is supposed to lie quietly in bed for a day, perhaps two or more, while we wait to see whether
            the fever worsens, and then, whether he survives.”
         

         
         “Not to be moved. He won’t like that.” He caught a flicker of surprise in the grey eyes before the Mask of Death came down
            again.
         

         
         “No, he won’t. He dislikes it to the point that the surgeon has had to dose him with laudanum. That won’t quell Keeffe for
            long, and it ought not to be repeated often, in any event, where there is a possibility of lung infection. He would never
            have let himself be carried here had he not been in extreme pain. Now, his ribs secured, he’ll be wild to get moving again.
            Even if he’s in pain. Even if it threatens his recovery. He won’t be reasonable.”
         

         
         “I’ll speak to him,” Ashmont said.

         
         She stared at him.

         
         “Man to man,” he said. “I’ll offer to break a few more ribs if he doesn’t follow orders.”

         
         “Break a few—”

         
         “Manly pride,” Ashmont said. “No shame for him if I offer violence. I’m three times bigger and a duke. He can grumble then do what I give him no choice but to do.” 

         
         He went out again.

         
         She went after him.

         
          

         Ashmont had something to do. He’d been waiting for it. He’d ordered an inn servant to keep watch for the surgeon.

         
         The lady had told him to make himself useful. He was happy to. A piece of the amends he needed to make.

         
         He should have known he wouldn’t be allowed to get away easily.

         
         He paused. “I won’t hurt him. You needn’t worry.”

         
         “If you do, I’ll shoot you,” she said. “One of the few enjoyable actions I can perform to universal approbation.”

         
         As though he’d lay violent hands on the little fellow. What kind of blackguard did she think he was?

         
         Stupid question.

         
         The more interesting one was whether she’d shoot him.

         
         No, that one was easy, too. He’d seen her handle the runaway horses. From what he’d been able to make out, she’d kept as calm
            as any man—no, calmer than most—even when the reins broke. She’d taken a bad fall and not let out so much as a whimper. She’d
            hit him, and walked right over him, and then when he didn’t get up quickly enough, she’d emptied a bucket of water on him.
         

         
         Yes. She’d shoot him, and her hand would be as steady as that stony gaze of hers.

         
         “I’m not going to hurt him,” he said. “I’m only going to look like I’ll do it.”
         

         
         She lifted the hard, grey gaze to his face. “Ordinarily, I wouldn’t believe you capable of playing the ugly brute. At present, however, given your wrinkled and muddied splendor of dueling black, coupled with the bruises, dirt, and general air of not having bathed in a week, you appear fully qualified.” 

         
         “That bad?” He bent his head and sniffed at himself. Well, more than a little sweaty, with overtones of spilled brandy. Grime
            and grass stains marred his “dueling black.” He’d better send somebody for a toothbrush and tooth powder. “There you’re wrong.
            Had a bath this morning.” He ran his hand along his jaw. A trifle stubbly. “And a shave.”
         

         
         “Wanted to look your best when you sent your dear friend to eternity, did you?”

         
         “How did you . . .” Another stupid question. It didn’t take a giant brain to do this sum. All the world knew about Ripley
            and Olympia. Miss Pomfret knew Ashmont had fought a duel this morning. Who else would he have fought it with? “Thing is, it
            was an even chance he’d send me.”
         

         
         “You didn’t kill him.” Her voice was lower now. “If you had, I expect you’d be on your way to France by now.”

         
         He shook his head. “Nobody dead, no thanks to him.”

         
         “Any injuries? You didn’t fall and hit your head on a rock, by any chance, and have a concussion?”

         
         “You like to look for the silver lining, I see.”

         
         “Is Ripley all right?”

         
         Ashmont truly did not want to talk about the duel. He’d fought half a dozen, but it had never been like this. The scene played over and over in
            his mind, an endless series of encores. If he didn’t look out, he’d have nightmares.
         

         
         He started down the corridor, and she went with him.

         
         He touched the side of his head. “Trifling head wound. Skull too thick. Bullet bounced off, I reckon. Bled like a pig, though.”

         
         Any of a hundred well-bred maidens would have swooned at this.

         
         “Scalp wounds do,” she said. “You’re both idiots, by the way.”

         
         “Olympia pointed that out.”

         
         “I cannot decide whether she had a narrow escape or jumped out of the pan into the flames.”

         
         “You do know how to lift a fellow’s spirits.”

         
         “I don’t care about your spirits,” she said. “You came within ames ace of killing my dearest friend’s brother. He’s as worthless
            as you are, but Alice is unaccountably fond of him. Within hours of that piece of pointless behavior, you nearly killed three
            other people and two horses. My carriage is in pieces, and my father will never agree to replace it, because he hates my driving
            it. He’ll wish now he’d thought to crash it himself. Thanks to you, I am obliged to remain here for I don’t know how long
            with only my maid, who will never qualify as a proper chaperon. Even with a chaperon . . .” She trailed off and took a deep
            breath.
         

         
         Out of the corner of his eye, he watched her bosom rise and fall. It wasn’t easy. The enormous sleeves of her carriage dress
            mostly blocked the view, already half-hidden by lace and big lapels. Maybe the bosom was a degree fuller than he’d at first
            supposed?
         

         
         Was she pretty? He wasn’t sure. Though his head had cleared to a great extent, he still had a sense of moving in a fog.

         
         She hadn’t been a pretty child. Of that he was certain. He remembered vividly his time at Camberley Place. So many memories
            of the warm and welcoming old house. And the fishing house—possibly his favorite place in the world.
         

         
         “One thing at a time,” she said. “Keeffe first. It isn’t manly pride. Not all of it. You need to understand.”

         
         “No, I don’t. It’s simple enough.”

         
         “It isn’t what you think.”

         
         “I wasn’t actually thinking.”

         
         “It’s the accident at Newmarket,” she said. “Months and months. All that time when he was told he’d never walk again.”

         
         Ashmont didn’t need to hear this. He wasn’t happy, and for the present, he couldn’t cheer himself with drink or any kind of
            carousing. He had things to do. He needed a clear head. This was only the start. He knew that.
         

         
         “He can’t abide the idea of being immobile,” she went on. “That’s why—”

         
         “It makes no matter,” Ashmont said. “I’m not going to reason with him. I’m not going to understand him. I’m going to be a great bastard of a duke who tells him to do as he’s told.”
         

         
         “Very well, do it your way,” she said. “But it had better work. If he hurts himself—”

         
         “It’ll work.” It had to. He had to clear the slate. Whatever else anybody said of the Duke of Ashmont—and that would fill
            volumes—he paid his debts, and generously. Always.
         

         
         “If it doesn’t, I’ll shoot you,” she said. “That won’t solve anything, but it’ll make me feel better.”

         
          

         Cassandra didn’t find her maid or the surgeon in the public dining room.

         
         “He’s in the coffee room, Miss Pomfret,” a maidservant told her. “Don’t know where she’s got to.”

         
         Cassandra found Greenslade standing by a box compartment where sat an alarmed-looking Humphrey Morris, the third of the unpleasant Countess of Bartham’s sons. That was to say, Morris didn’t appear alarmed until he looked up and caught sight of Cassandra. 

         
         His alarm grew as he watched her approach. Coffee rooms, generally, were men’s domains. Cassandra usually observed such proprieties,
            because men became hysterical when women trespassed, and that was tedious. Not to mention it was precisely the sort of thing
            gossips would use to smear her character and shred her reputation. Not that she had much of a reputation at present, or saw
            how it would survive this day’s events. But one thing at a time.
         

         
         “Ah, Miss Pomfret,” the surgeon said. “I beg your pardon for putting you to the trouble of seeking me. I have been looking
            everywhere for your maid. It would appear that Mr. Morris was among the last to see her.”
         

         
         She looked at Morris, who hastily rose and slid from the seat and bowed, his face crimson.

         
         “Didn’t know who she was,” he said. “Didn’t see—you know—the crash—and Ashmont told me to hang about in case he needed me.
            I went out into the courtyard to find out if anybody heard where his pistol got to.”
         

         
         A dueling pistol, beyond a doubt. Morris must have been Ashmont’s second this morning.

         
         “The fellows reckoned one of them from the Green Man picked it up wherever Ashmont dropped it and took it inside for safekeeping.
            He left his hat as well, but that was only on the hook, and I got it back to him, along with the pistol case and the other
            weapon. I’ve been worried about the thing lying in the damp, or run over by a wagon. So I was thinking whether to send somebody
            to the Green Man when the coach came, and we all stopped to watch.”
         

         
         People invariably did. Crowds gathered at London’s General Post Office to watch the night mail depart. Departing and arriving coaches always had an audience at the White Horse Cellars in Piccadilly as well, and at other London coaching inns. The entertainment was sometimes as good as a play. Even she enjoyed the sight of the night mail setting out. Any driver would appreciate the coachmen’s expertise and flair. It was one of the things she’d missed about England. 

         
         “Saw the girl burst out of the office, waving her ticket,” Morris said, reclaiming her attention. “Only an outside place left,
            but she took it. Climbed up and went. Last I saw was her ducking her head and holding her hat when they went out under the
            arch. Didn’t know she was yours until Greenslade here asked me did I see a female in a drab green dress.”
         

         
         Cassandra gazed at him for a very long time while her mind digested this and ran through the implications. “Did you find the
            pistol?” she said.
         

         
         “Not yet.” He swallowed. “Sorry about your jockey, Miss Pomfret.”

         
         “Let me know when you find the pistol,” she said. “I may need it.”

         
          

         
            Meanwhile

         

         A small dose of ducal dominance and a large dose of “You’re worrying Miss Pomfret” worked better than the laudanum to settle
            Keeffe. In short order, a contingent of inn servants and local volunteers gently transferred him to a bedchamber. After the
            men left, Ashmont, who never
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