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PRAISE FOR IMMORTAL ROSE

‘Sensuous and enthralling, Immortal Rose blooms. This is the magical Bridgerton I’ve been waiting for with a vibrant heroine, an exceptional world, and my favourite kind of love story – a dangerous one.’

Victoria Aveyard, author of the Red Queen series

‘Lush, mysterious, and utterly transportive, Immortal Rose is a feast for fans of romantic fantasy. Alexandra Bracken weaves a world as alluring as the rarest perfume, pairing unique magic with a deliciously slow-burn romance that left me breathless.’

Danielle L. Jensen, author of A Fate Inked in Blood

‘A sparkling fantasy world with a romance so intoxicating that I have not been able to get it out of my head! Immortal Rose is filled with mystery, charm, and the fresh magic we’ve come to know and love from Bracken. Effervescent, glittering, and utterly captivating, I cannot wait for more!’

Kaylie Smith, author of Phantasma

‘Fresh and evocative, Immortal Rose delivers a vivid, redolent world with a captivating, slow-burn romance. I’ll be thinking of Viola and Hugh each time I reach for my own perfume.’

Stacia Stark, author of We Who Will Die

‘Sign me up anytime for this brand of rich, superbly developed historical romantasy! Alexandra Bracken has created a breathtaking blend of magic, murder mystery, and spicy romance that kept me rushing through the pages.

I need Part II now, please.’

Evie Dunmore, author of Bringing Down the Duke

‘Immortal Rose is a decadent delight with gorgeous writing, lush world building, and magic on every page.

The romance between the hero and heroine – who spar as exquisitely as they flirt – is one for the ages. Don’t miss this beautiful, transportive tale.’

Isabel Ibañez, author of the What the River Knows

‘A perfumed aristocratic adventure layered with all of my favourite things – bargains with the enemy, slow burn romance, and fairy magic.

Alexandra Bracken never lets you down!’

K. A. Linde, author of The Wren in the Holly Library

‘Absolutely magnificent! As intoxicating as the finest perfume, Immortal Rose will fill your senses and linger with you. I couldn’t put it down!

I highly recommend this thrilling, gorgeous romantasy!’

Sarah Beth Durst, author of The Spellshop
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For the perfumers who bring magic to the world, and the perfume lovers who cherish that beauty. May every new scent take you on a journey or return something lost to your heart.




Prologue

[image: ]
Days from now, when his mind dredged up the moment for the hundredth time in excruciating detail, he’d realize he’d failed before ever stepping foot in Fenwick’s gleaming marble hall. Certainly before he’d clapped eyes on the old man in his leather chair beside the grand fireplace, besieged by lordlings who had flocked to him like cosseted lambs in search of a shepherd. Before, even, the man had downed his final gulp of whisky.

And damn it all if Hugh wasn’t desperate for the smooth embrace of Fenwick’s best after the day he’d had, stalking William Rosebourne’s gleaming atrocity of a coach—the white lacquer speckled with enough carved roses to look poxed—all over town.

Hugh lifted his tumbler once more, resisting the gnawing urge to throw the drink back and be done with it. He’d been wetting his top lip with the same two fingers of whisky for the better part of an hour, each kiss of burning liquor a temptation.

But he never drank while working. That had been Uncle Giles’s most sacred rule, the first of a thousand gleaming bits of wisdom dropped like polished coins into Hugh’s palm: a clear mind for a clear end.

A thorned feeling swelled in his chest before he ruthlessly shoved it back down.

He leaned a shoulder against the emerald silk paper covering the walls, comfortably at home in the shadows fraying the edges of the card-room. Boisterous laughter erupted from a nearby game of whist, the men deep in their play. Through the swirl of cheroot and pipe smoke, cards fluttered between hands like plumed birds, inviting memories best forgotten.

None of it felt real to him. Not anymore. Not the games without real stakes, not the shallow discussions of politics, not the smirking portrait of the current home secretary gloating from the mantel in a room he’d paid lavishly to restore.

It had been an age since Hugh had been back here, and now he remembered why. Fenwick’s had the misfortune of being infested with Albion’s most prized idiots.

The lot of them, it seemed, had decided to while away their evening groveling before the old perfumer. As if being blessed with a bespoke scent from the man might grant them some importance or assign greater meaning to their useless, privileged lives.

Take young Lord Freeham, newly sent down from Rexford University for paying a man from the nearby village to attend classes in his stead. The boneheaded scheme had lasted all of one lesson, so blatant that not even a bribe could shield him from the blade of the school’s honor code. Now the boy—decades yet from inheriting his father’s ducal title—was nearly prostrate at Rosebourne’s feet, embarrassing himself once more.

“Won’t you consider it?” he wheedled. “Just the one bottle . . .”

The din of conversation hushed, eager to lap up the reply. In the corner of the room, someone opened the wager book where hopeful bets had been placed on who’d be the next lucky soul to receive a bespoke perfume—magic or otherwise—from the master perfumer.

“No,” came Rosebourne’s terse reply. “You wouldn’t be willing to pay the price for it.”

And with that, conversation spun up again. The wager book was quietly shut and restored to its shelf.

Hugh ran the edge of his thumbnail over his top lip, exasperated.

In a rather elegant display of pettiness, Rosebourne, of the renowned House of Rosebourne Perfumery, had decided to make it as difficult for the Patricians to obtain a bespoke perfume as it had been for him to obtain membership at Fenwick’s. The old curmudgeon had learned the simple axis upon which a peer’s mind teetered: deny them what they desire, and they’ll desire it all the more.

And here was the cold triumph of years of blending frivolous perfumes for lords and ladies, hosting glittering balls, and throwing his vast, ever-increasing affluence at charities: to have the privilege of paying the club’s outrageous fee so that he might be harassed by those who had inherited their own right to membership along with their fortunes.

Such was the misery of having an old name, but not a noble-blooded one. Of having money, but not the right, ancestral sort. To have been forced to make his way in the world, while others merely fell into the well-worn grooves of their families’ legacies. The difference, as the society patronesses put it, between money and Quality.

If not for the traces of fairy magic in the House of Rosebourne perfumes, William Rosebourne’s mortal remains would have withered to dust before he ever made it off the club’s hallowed waiting list.

There was a movement at his left. Hugh tensed inwardly. Not now, damn it.

“Say, Foxcourt, do you mean to stand around and glower, or can I interest you in a game?”

“No cards for me tonight.” Hugh gave the slurring lord a lazy grin. “A man needs to brood alone in the shadows now and then to cultivate an air of mystery.”

Lord Menzies chuckled, the flush beneath his prodigious whiskers speaking to just how foxed he already was. “Right, yes, of course. Better if you don’t play, in fact. My wife still hasn’t forgiven me for losing the curricle to you, ha ha!”

Hugh’s smile sharpened to a smirk. Conversation with Patricians was an exercise in patience, and as ruthlessly choreographed as any ballroom dance. Which, Hugh suspected, was why so many of them inevitably led back to horses.

As the man beside him droned on, extolling his fair daughter’s virtues with the unsettling enthusiasm of a matchmaking mama, Hugh cut a quick glance toward Rosebourne, who had risen suddenly from his seat and summoned his hat, gloves, and cloak.

Finally, Hugh thought. Blessed mercy.

“. . . we’d hoped that she might catch the eye of someone such as yourself, ha ha!”

“Don’t let me keep you from your game, Menzies,” Hugh interrupted, pushing away from the wall. “The hour’s late, and I’m for home.”

Menzies blinked, his soused mind slow to process that the conversation had ended and that he’d been dismissed in short order.

Rosebourne was nearly to the door, his head lowered like a bull poised to charge, by the time Hugh followed. The perfumer limped, favoring his left leg as always, his walking stick serving its actual function rather than as an ornament to trumpet his riches.

Hugh stopped only to retrieve his own belongings. He might have abandoned them in his haste to keep the man in his sight, but it would have drawn the wrong sort of attention. That was the real trick of this line of work: controlling when you wanted to be noticed.

His quick footfall echoed as he hurried down the marble steps. He spared a wary glance to the shadows caressing the columns lining the stairs—the last, crumbling remnants of the ancient palace that had once stood on the site. Settling his topper back on his head, he nodded to the behemoth who served as the club’s porter and waited for him to drag the door open.

The dark street beckoned, as drowsy and alluring as a well-sated lover. The cool summer air bit at his senses, and he was grateful for the way it cleared the lingering smoke from his chest.

A blanket of damp clung to the city, a gift from a fleet-footed storm. For a single, precious hour, the rain had driven away Linden’s notorious reek. Now the familiar blend of excrement, sweat, and other assorted filth reasserted its rightful place.

Rosebourne stood off from the small crowd of gentlemen waiting for their coaches to be brought round, a no doubt perfumed handkerchief pressed to his nose. The light of the nearby lamps drew out the few remaining sparks of red in Rosebourne’s white hair. Strange, Hugh hadn’t ever noticed it before. Well, the man had the bad luck of having his full attention now.

Hugh was the portrait of insouciance as he sidled up to Rosebourne, joining him in the shallow pool of lamplight. Palpable distaste poured from the old perfumer as he eyed Lord Feathersby blissfully swaying with his eyes screwed shut, seemingly unaware he was humming “The Black Needle” for all those gathered to enjoy.

Rosebourne noticed Hugh then and sucked a tooth in displeasure. “I should have known you’d be slithering about.”

“Of course,” Hugh said pleasantly. “I count slithering among my many varied talents.”

The perfumer snorted beneath his handkerchief. “Out with it then.”

There was much Hugh enjoyed about Rosebourne, his ruthless annihilation of his competition chief among them. His bluntness was no exception. It was rather refreshing to skip the dance and get to the point for once.

“As surprised as you are to see me this evening, Mr. Rosebourne, I’m equally wondering at your own appearance here,” Hugh said, in that same agreeable tone. “Was I not clear when I told you that my order took precedence over all else, including creature comforts?”

“And was I not clear,” Rosebourne countered, “that I would make no attempt to fulfill your order until you acquired what I asked of you? Or do these many supposed talents of yours not extend to procurement?”

Hugh’s smile tightened. Procurement? The man may as well have asked him to locate a teardrop in a lake. “My task is proceeding at pace. It’s yours that has a deadline.”

“Hmm, yes,” Rosebourne said. “A rather pressing one, wouldn’t you say?”

“And yet,” Hugh said, spreading his hands between them, “here you are. I hadn’t realized you were so eager to discover the endlessly creative ways I have of burning your world to the ground.”

The rose-tipped cane creaked under the force of the perfumer’s grip. “Were you aware, my lord,” Rosebourne began, “that deceit smells sour, like spoilt milk?”

It took every ounce of Hugh’s force of will to school his expression as the old man’s words sank in. But he remembered now. Uncle Giles had told him of this years ago—the strange second thread of the family’s unnatural fairyborn gift.

“Better than some of your more recent offerings, I’m afraid,” Hugh said. “Half the sitting rooms in this city stink of candied violets and some infernal cousin to lavender.”

“And fear,” Rosebourne continued, ignoring this. “It reeks of wet fur.”

Hugh drew in a humiliatingly sharp breath, as if he, too, could smell it wafting from the folds of his limp waistcoat and shirtsleeves. All those years he’d spent learning to control every aspect of himself, to tamp down on the simmering anger in his blood, to ease any hint of feeling from his expression—it was worthless in the face of magic such as this.

His breath came lighter, quicker, as if to match the rising beat of his heart. Bloody hell.

Something else, he ordered himself, focus on something else. He’d kill every feeling in his body before he offered them up to the man on a silver platter. Hugh was the one in control here. Not Rosebourne.

Not anyone else.

The creak of wheels against stone and the steady clop of hooves pierced the disdain curdling between them. Rosebourne craned his head, peering down the street, only to settle back with annoyance. It wasn’t his.

“I was acquainted with the last Earl of Foxcourt,” Rosebourne said. “Your great-uncle, wasn’t he?”

Hugh’s throat tightened as the man’s face flashed before his eyes. “He employed your more . . . useful perfumes.”

“As do you,” Rosebourne said, pointedly. “I approve every such order, mind you.”

A warning to cap off his night. Unbelievable. Hugh despised using the perfumes in question, but necessity trumped misgiving every time.

“I’d expect nothing less,” Hugh said. “I’d only fear what might become of you, should the King no longer avert his gaze from your use of fairyborn magic.”

Rosebourne barked out a laugh. “And deny himself his own yearly order? Risk the ire of his Patricians, who have grown so very fond of their scents? Perhaps he should concern himself more with what might happen should the rest of his subjects find out what they’ve been denied. My business would survive, boy. Would his reign?”

Hugh let his top lip curl. For a man who dabbled with oils, Rosebourne certainly enjoyed courting fire.

“The social order must be preserved,” Rosebourne mocked. “And so, by law, the Patricians may keep their fairy relics and do with them as they please. They may purchase perfumes their lessers are not even permitted to know exist, as these noble, godly men”—he gestured to the throng of drunk lords—“can be trusted, having bred the tainted pagan fairy blood from their glorious lines. And all the while, fairy relics are ripped away from commonfolk, who can be sent to Fairgate Prison on the mere suspicion of using fairyborn magic.”

“Where they serve at the King’s pleasure,” Hugh reminded him. “And now, so do you.”

Rosebourne sniffed at the double entendre, dabbing at his nose with his handkerchief. Mint, Hugh noted. Had it been anyone else, he might have spared him a small measure of pity—or at least not enjoyed the man’s obvious misery quite this much.

But another thought occurred to him. It was a misery, wasn’t it? A perfumer’s nose was their most prized asset, but the Rosebourne nose was something else entirely; like every strength, it could be made a weakness. Hugh would remember that. He would use it.

“You’ve his way—your great-uncle’s.” Rosebourne tapped his cane impatiently against the ground. “Smiling and smiling as you sharpen knives behind your back.”

“Thank you,” Hugh said.

“But blades cannot cut through poison, can they?” Rosebourne mused. “Tell me, did the air still reek of licorice when you found him?”

The familiar, sickening weight coiled in Hugh’s chest. The image painted itself in the shadows gathering at the edges of his vision. A body, twisted in on itself, forever contorted by the final throes of agony. The tracks of dried blood streaming from his eyes, his mouth, his nose, and, God, even his ears.

There had been so much of it, pooled on the ground beneath him like ink.

“And yet, the good people of Linden believe he sent himself on to his eternal reward,” Rosebourne continued, “grateful to have the great, charitable Duke of Glenmoor succeed him as home secretary—why, you must have been thrilled the position stayed within the family. And to have him named regent in the event of the King’s death . . . surely there’s no greater honor.”

Hugh gritted his teeth with such force he was surprised they did not crack.

“It is fortunate the customer in question did not become acquainted with that particular foreign scent,” Rosebourne finished, just as his rolling abomination came into view. “Or else neither of us would be in the position of getting what we desire, hmm?”

Hugh shoved down the lingering sting of memory, the humiliation at having been so easily read. Down and down, into the numbing darkness he’d nurtured in his heart. “Quite.”

The white coach rolled to a stop before them, and a footman, looking rumpled after a day of traipsing through the city, leapt down from his perch to open the door for his employer.

Rosebourne limped forward, seizing the young man’s arm before he could move to place the steps beneath the door.

“Sir?” the footman asked, eyes widening as Rosebourne took a long, deep inhale.

Not finding whatever it was he’d been looking for, Rosebourne reared back, snapping for the coachman’s attention. “What have I told you about that blasted polish? Do you mean to suffocate me before we reach the house?”

The coachman blinked owlishly at his employer. “But, sir—”

“Bah!” The old man stifled a sneeze, hauling himself into the dark heart of the coach. He held out a hand, blocking the footman from closing the door. “An update, Foxcourt. By tomorrow evening. You’ll have your perfume then.”

Hugh gave a sardonic bow. The unmitigated gall to give him an order.

As the man’s craggy face disappeared behind the carriage door, Hugh heaved in a deeper breath, seeking whatever scent had so offended the man.

His brow creased. Linseed oil was hardly an assault to the senses, even for a more powerful nose. But if Rosebourne despised it . . . well.

Hugh smiled darkly. He’d be more than happy—overjoyed, in fact—to douse himself with the stuff before standing over the perfumer’s shoulder to encourage the man to blend his little oils faster. And if Rosebourne still resisted, Hugh would personally coat every inch of the man’s house, every blasted piece of furniture, in the polish until it became an inescapable reminder of the task he was neglecting.

Enjoying the thought immensely, Hugh watched Rosebourne’s coach depart with a snap of the ribbons.

Go after him, he heard Uncle Giles’s voice whisper in his mind. The work is not finished.

But it was, at least for this godforsaken day. Rosebourne lived but a short drive away, and Hugh had already put eyes on Briarwood Palace. Come morning, he would be the one haunting the man’s doorstep.

Hugh turned, mulling which nearby street presented the best opportunity to find a hack.

“Where are you off to, Foxcourt?” someone called.

Someone—who? He couldn’t recall now. Because in that moment, between one breath and the next, between the ask and the answer, the world turned to fire.

The heat found him first, scalding the air and his vision molten gold. A tidal wave of pressure roared behind him, tossing him to the ground with bone-crushing force.

No, there had been a smaller explosion first, hadn’t there? A crack like thunder. Or had that only been his skull slamming against the cobblestones?

When Hugh came to, the sky was on fire, and somehow, impossibly, he was not dead.

His consciousness rose like the whorls of dark smoke around him. A sharp ache at his temple made itself known with a piercing intensity that was almost blinding. Ash caressed his face like the hands of a worried mother.

Hugh’s eyes stung, watering as he forced them open, his throat aching with an unfinished cry. Smoldering debris was scattered around him. Hugh stared, not comprehending, not recognizing any of it.

Not until he saw the golden rose still burning in the nearby gutter.

The blasted ringing in his ears was unbearable as Hugh hauled himself upright. The world lurched violently as he staggered through the heavy veil of smoke and ash.

Too late—

He pressed a trembling hand to the back of his mouth to keep from retching. The ungodly stench of burnt hair and flesh overcame him as he made his way to the fiery heart of the street.

To the remains of a coach engulfed in flames so hot they burned blue.

Too late—

Bile heaved up his throat as Hugh dropped back to his knees. Hands reached for him. Voices muted by the screaming in his ears spoke, their lips forming frantic shapes. Faces he ought to have recognized, distorted by terror.

Too late—

They lifted him, dragging him away. He let them, willing the darkness back to him. But even behind his eyelids, the fires burned, inescapable.

Always too late.
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Part One

Soliflore




Chapter One
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If moonlight had a scent, it would surely be something like this: Airy white flowers—jasmine, night-blooming and lush, or even luminous tuberose. The cool, powdery kiss of orris, so very different from the golden warmth of the sun. And . . . perhaps the faintest hint of incense, for when the moon had gazed down upon a world ancient and wild.

Now that the moon’s face had risen above the church steeple looming behind us, the dark air had turned into a silver satin ribbon and the rain-slick cobblestones into lovely dark pearls. On most nights, the bright, ethereal glow of a full moon was a gift.

But to a Midnight Market, it was a betrayal.

“Three silvers!” the man scoffed, slamming the small bottle back down.

The plank we’d balanced over two barrels wobbled precariously, the whole endeavor on the verge of collapse. Beside me, Arabella sucked in a sharp breath as the perfume flacons chattered against one another like teeth.

“Three silvers,” I confirmed. One for the cost of the bottle, another to pay back Oliver for the lavender oil, and the third for the seat on the mail coach that would carry me far, far away from here.

“Do I look like a goosecap to you?” he demanded, his face flushing beneath his hood.

No, I thought, keeping that bland smile etched onto my face. But you, sir, reek of solicitor.

While he’d donned the simple, coarse clothing of a common tradesman, his essence gave away the game. I’d taken it all in with a single breath: the dry woodiness of parchment, wig powder, ink, and a certain pride that carried a metallic tang not unlike the heavy pouch of coins hidden beneath his cloak. He lived near the lilac-draped homes of the storied Feygrove Square, but not within it.

So, not a toff—even the second son of a lord wouldn’t survive the shame of employment—but a man who aspired to join the ranks of the Patricians all the same.

And, God, one of his yellow teeth was rotting at the root. If it wasn’t giving him something to complain about, it would soon. In the meantime, the soul-curdling stink of it, braided into the burnt parchment scent of his growing annoyance, was a test to my stomach’s fortitude.

“Of course not, sir,” I told him, straining to find that tone that made men believe they’d won your fancy. “But I must sell my wares if I’m to eat. I know you understand this, being a man of trade yourself—that every coin must be precious to you.”

“Not so precious,” the man said quickly, unable to help himself. As always, the newer the money, the more desperate they were to flash its shine.

Arabella subtly knocked a hand against my leg, stifling a laugh with a cough.

“Chest complaint,” she explained when he cut her a suspicious look. “Mayhaps yer in need of something splendid as well, being a man of means and all? Found this in the River Temese just this week past. A right treasure, it is.”

She tapped a gnarled finger on a handsome new addition to her offerings: a silver card case. After a moment’s hesitation, the man took it, holding it up to the pale moonlight for closer inspection. I fought a grimace as he turned it over, revealing the crest engraved there.

He tossed it back onto the table with a noise of disgust. “The Duke of Weston threw his card case into the river, did he?”

Arabella rose to her full, diminutive height, her blue eyes piercing within the sunken contours of her face. “Probably got bored of it and wanted to use the gold one. Yer the one high in the instep, ye explain it to me—”

The man’s top lip curled into a sneer as ugly as the rest of him. “You are a thief!”

Lovely. That drew a handful of eyes from the nearby tables.

“And yer at the Midnight Market,” Arabella snarled. “If ye want virtue, get yerself to church.”

I placed a quelling hand on her arm, my smile rigid. We were women of business now. Women of business swallowed their spleen and smiled. They did not insult the night’s only potential customer, no matter how badly he deserved to be diced by a former doxy’s wickedly sharp tongue.

“What she means is that the Midnight Market offers a variety of goods you won’t be able to find anywhere else,” I said. “Including, of course, that special perfume you had your eye on.”

The man’s dark gaze turned appraising. I resisted the urge to shift my shawl higher. Not an ounce of the rusted scent of guilt or even tear-salted desperation. Those were the easiest emotions to play through to a sale. Instead, the man’s annoyance slowly spiced with a cinnamon zest that signified nothing good. Nothing good at all.

His top lip curled again as his gaze finally drifted up over my face to my hair. My chest clenched as he took in the strips of white streaking the otherwise strawberry curls.

My resolve hardened once more. If I had paid the price for the creation of the perfumes before me, he could pay for the use of them.

“How do I know it does what you claim?” he asked. “You could be selling me a load of rotting dreams.”

He couldn’t smell the honeyed swirl of magic I’d blended into the rose and lavender oils, of course, or feel its warm effervescence humming within the brown glass of the apothecary bottle.

“Would you have come without being certain?” I asked, trying for flattery. “You strike me as a gentleman who goes to great pains to ensure he isn’t cheated. I presume you heard about my work from another pleased client?”

I’d been too careless, that much was clear now.

“My wife was a client of Rosebourne’s,” he admitted after a moment. “God rest his soul.”

My lips compressed into a hard, flat line. Or roast it in the fires of hell, preferably.

“Year after bloody year, I paid dearly for a perfume to . . . enhance herself, only to have the supply cut short,” the man continued bitterly. “She heard of you from another lady she paid a call to.”

Unexpected, that. They might not have been Patricians, but they were high enough in society to have been allowed access to the perfumes hidden at the heart of the House of Rosebourne.

“As a client of Rosebourne’s, you know how rare such a perfume is then,” I said. “There are so few fairyborn left in the world, and fewer still who know how to harness the forbidden gifts. Surely your wife’s happiness is worth a mere three silvers?”

“And she would only need to add a drop of her blood to ensure its . . . effects?” he asked.

“If she would like only her appearance affected in the eyes of others, yes,” I answered.

He took the small bottle from my hand as I offered it to him. I was close—so very close. His scent was turning bittersweet, like grapefruit. Acceptance. I nearly had him.

In the end, men were simple creatures. They wanted to feel as though they were getting away with something.

“If you’d like Blooming Beauty, I’d be pleased to gift you another of my scents, called Diamond of the First Water,” I said, stooping to retrieve a small flacon from the basket at my feet. “It is a lovely blend of orange blossom—”

“Does it contain magic as well?” he interrupted, snatching it from my hand.

“No,” I answered, struggling to master the sparks of my temper. “It is a simple perfume. However—”

“Then what good is it?” he cut in. “I can buy an ordinary perfume in any apothecary or Rosebourne’s own shop.”

“Her scents are hardly ordinary,” Arabella began loyally.

My hand tightened around her arm again. “If your interest is primarily in my more noteworthy perfumes, may I recommend Lady Luck for yourself? Wearing a dab of it will draw good fortune to you whether you sit at a card table or merely seek to conduct business.”

As the creation of the perfume had taken luck from me in equal measure, I’d suffered a small fire in my room, a twisted ankle, a ruined dress, and two Midnight Markets without a sale, all for a single wretched batch of that perfume.

His eyes lit at the prospect, and, as quickly, he was redolent with grapefruit—rotting grapefruit, but grapefruit all the same.

“And I will give you both for six silver coins,” I finished, bowing my head in feigned humility as I offered Lady Luck to him. “That is two silvers less than a gentleman paid earlier in the evening for both.”

And so, the deal was done.

Triumph swelled in me, and I had no idea how I managed to wait long enough for the man to disappear back into the crowd before I turned to Arabella, shaking the fistful of coins with glee.

“Ye didn’t sell a whit to another toff tonight,” she noted with a cackle.

“No, I most certainly did not,” I said, slipping the money into the hidden pocket I’d sewn into my skirt. I dropped one silver into her basket when she turned to give an alluring look to a passing marketgoer. Somehow, perhaps after counting her remaining teeth, the man resisted the temptation.

“And I charged him full price for the Lady Luck.” I finished with a curtsy, accepting her laughter in lieu of applause.

Pride shimmered in Arabella’s eyes as she faced me again. Her dark hair was streaked with silver, and the moonlight made those strands twinkle as she gave a pleased little shake of the shoulders. “We both got a shiny from ’im!”

She whipped her left hand up from behind her skirts to reveal a small snuffbox, its lid painted with a delicate pastoral scene. I gaped as she turned it over, mocking the way the man had studied her case.

“Not so fine as to come from Bell Street, la-de-da,” she noted airily, “but it’ll fetch me a silver at next week’s market all the same.”

“How in the world . . . ?” I began, laughing with amazement. The others at the market called her Mrs. Mudlark, but a more apt name might have been Lady Lightfingers.

Arabella drew close to the battered plank serving as our table; her slight build put her at the exact right height to slip an arm beneath it, giving her clear access to anything the man had stowed near his waist.

“You keep ’em looking at something else while ye get to work,” Arabella explained with a demonstrative swipe of the hand.

“By arguing?”

“Sometimes,” Arabella agreed. “A flash of the ol’ bosom never goes amiss, especially when you’ve one as legendary as mine.”

I didn’t doubt that was true, but it hadn’t been enough to save her once she’d aged out of the brothel she’d been sold to as a young woman. The mere thought heated my blood with an acidic fury.

“Or ye get ’em thinking yer making for their wallet when yer really after their shiny fob,” Arabella continued, tucking the snuffbox down her bodice for safekeeping. “The fool thinks they’ve caught ye and won’t know the truth of it until yer well away. That’s the trick of it, see?”

“I do,” I said. It seemed all one truly needed to survive in the world was an unflinching belief in oneself, a roof over one’s bed, and a retired doxy to teach you how to pilfer from unsuspecting toffs.

That, I thought, smiling down at my two-fewer bottles, and a generous dab of perfume.

“Are ye certain ye can’t make a life of it ’ere?” Arabella began. “I don’t like the idea of ye all alone in Southpoint—”

“I’ve been alone for years,” I cut in. Feeling her flinch, I softened my tone. “It’s . . . a fresh start. New opportunities.”

To vanish, to leave all of this behind, the way I should have years ago.

“If ye say so,” Arabella said after a while.

The rattle of wheels on cobblestone forced my gaze up again. Clattering metal cages stinking of rust and animal droppings clashed with the stench of perspiring man, heralding the arrival of one Mr. Toady. His unusual essence greeted me as the man and his small, covered cart came into view down the crooked alleyway.

“Already for ’ome?” Arabella called out to him. “Night’s young yet!”

He ambled past us, gesturing up toward the full moon as he called back, “Bad omen, this is. Ours is the sort of business best kept to the dark.”

Mr. Toady did not possess good looks, or manners, or what most would deem the good sense to be afraid of the menagerie of strange, sorry creatures he sold. The lot included a basket of unnervingly crimson eggs, a knot of vipers, and a host of venomous toads that would rival any gentleman’s club for charm.

“Perhaps for you,” I called back to him, “but for some of us, it’s been a blessing!”

Arabella shook her head, her breath escaping in a sharp whistle. “Now ye’ve done it. That’s an invitation to ill fortune if I’ve ever heard one.”

I settled back on my heels with a pleased hum, relishing the weight of the coins in my skirt pocket. If this was to be my last Midnight Market, I’d make a good showing of it. “I have a perfume for that, you know. Three silvers, but I’ll give you a dab for free.”

Arabella shot me a wary look. While she’d gladly doused herself in any of the simple toilette waters and perfumes I made for her, she, like so many others, viewed the few remaining fairyborn with equal parts fascination and apprehension. If church sermons hadn’t convinced them that fairies were demons, there were always the old stories of trickery and misfortune. No one would risk their eternal soul or freedom being caught with a remnant of fairy magic, if they could help it.

She tucked a loose white curl behind my ear with a sisterly tenderness. “So many of them accursed perfumes this week. Did that wily florist give ye the ’eave to? Is that why ye’ve got it in yer ’ead to leave?”

I pulled back, turning away from the tender hurt that crossed her face. “I chose to quit the flower stall,” I assured her, and left it at that. My business was my own.

In the silence that widened between us, I reached up to fiddle with the pearl flower pendant of Mama’s necklace, only to realize I’d forgotten to put it on. The realization unraveled me, just that little bit. I’d never forgotten before. I’d worn it every day since she’d died.

“I didn’t want to work at the flower stall forever.” I wasn’t sure who was more surprised to hear the words pass my lips, then—myself or Arabella, who was accustomed to having to accept silence from me. “I’ve bigger dreams than watching servants buy flowers for their dough-faced employers to go courting.”

You could assemble only so many posies and bouquets for gently bred young ladies before it opened a little ache in you that you’d never receive such a thing yourself.

I might have left the stall at Creed Garden ages ago, had work outside factories been easier to come by. It wasn’t so terrible, in the end. My feet had throbbed each night, but I was walking back to my very own boarding room, one outside the Brickbats. Mr. Stevens let me have my pick of the discarded flowers, and, from those takings, I’d been able to create an array of oils to make my perfumes.

That was all that had mattered. Until yesterday morning.

Anger seared through me. It had been a beautiful day until the shifty-eyed cove had strolled into it, asking Mr. Stevens unwelcome questions while I was away making deliveries. Was there a red-haired girl who worked for him? Did she make perfume?

I quit the moment Mr. Stevens asked me what sort of trouble I’d gotten myself into. Coming here tonight was a risk, but I was short on coin and disappearing came with a cost. Either word of my fairyborn magic had spread and someone was looking to make an arrest, or . . .

There was only one person in Linden who’d be looking for me, and I’d be dead and damned before I let them find me. So, Southpoint it was. Then maybe, after I’d saved enough, I’d make my way onto the Continent and out of their reach forever.

“And what of that gentleman courting ye?” Arabella asked, too innocently. “That boy ye mentioned . . .”

Oliver’s handsome face rose in my mind before I shoved it away, giving the other woman a sharp look. “There is no one, and there will never be.”

I would die before I shackled myself to any man and his whims, cruel or not. Each bottle of perfume I sold now brought me a step closer to that freedom, to choices.

Arabella stroked a comforting hand down my back. On that, we were in accord, regardless of the circumstances that had led us to such a decision.

I hugged my arms to my center, watching the marketgoers flit from one table to the next. Their essences tangled around me like bramble. I let each drift by without stopping to examine the secrets they offered, giving them back a measure of their privacy as I guarded my own.

The Midnight Market prided itself on being a stain upon the city, offering only the most gratuitously illicit wares to those who knew where to find it. Smuggled imports from the Continent, naturally. Mr. Toady’s animals. Medicines from the Far East. And, of course, the purported fairy relics that had survived countless purges to arrive here, in this gloriously dank Brickbats alleyway, at the night’s most brooding hour.

There were other, far more sinister scents, but I knew better than to investigate them. Here, no one asked questions they wouldn’t survive long enough to hear the answers to.

Blood, steel, and ale flooded the air and my stomach instinctively cramped. Two young men, their faces bruised from a recent brawl, sauntered as cocksure as kings through the tables. A rolling hush followed in their wake. Worried, furtive gazes passed between customers and vendors alike. Crossing paths with a Stone Slogger was always an invitation to disaster.

I forced myself to breathe, willing the shadows of the alley to swallow us. My heart drummed a vicious beat in my chest as the thugs neared, then passed by without another glance.

“Cor,” Arabella swore. “Bloody Stone Sloggers, thinking they own the Brickbats now.”

“Don’t they?” I muttered, rubbing at my arms to chase away the prickling chill.

At least the war between the gangs was over. Anyone with half a wit knew Greystone, the blood-soaked king of Linden’s underworld, would prevail and add the Brickbats to his territory.

All the more reason to run.

As the minutes passed, and it was clear the Sloggers weren’t there to cause trouble, the activity in the market—and my heartbeat—eased back into its usual flow.

“I can’t believe I’m to speak these words,” Arabella began, “but that toff’s new policemen may not be so bad after all. If they don’t hassle us overmuch.”

I shook my head. “All they’re going to do is provoke the Stone Sloggers into another street war, and the rest of us will pay the cost.”

The home secretary, a pale-faced toff who’d likely faint in terror if he was ever made to step a foot inside the Brickbats, was about to learn what happened when you sought to tame a feral rookery. Not even the old Reed Corner Runners darkened these streets for their investigations, and soldiers had to come in units.

Still, if the police managed to arrest enough Sloggers . . . if they got to Greystone . . .

No. That was what bribes were for. It was said Greystone was as rich as the King and, like the sovereign, only death would end his reign.

At least there’d be no Sloggers in Southpoint.

Arabella made a noise of surprise, her brows rising as she observed two nearby ladies wearing masks to protect their identities as they made their purchase of Gallian wine. “And ’ere I’d been in ’igh ropes thinking them swells being back ’ere for the Season would bring a few more feet by, but this is the busiest I’ve seen.”

My own gleeful mood soured.

Ah, yes, the Season. That dazzling, confection-sweet dance of gowns, balls, promenades, and self-importance the rest of us were invited to view from a comfortable distance—unless we were bade to pass through the glimmering veil of candlelight to serve the Patricians, of course.

There was none of that here, deep in the moldering black heart of the Brickbats. No amount of rain or time would drive out the wrenching anguish and hunger that stained the air, no more than it could rinse the blood from the rookery’s gutters. A person could become lost in the crush of desperate souls wandering the Brickbats’s dark maze of alleyways and footpaths. It was why Mama had brought us here all those years ago, but in the end, our problems had found us all the same.

I breathed in deeply, until I all but choked on the violent clash of scents. The Sloggers with their steel knuckles crusted with blood. The fresh paint and varnish of the newly erected church, meant to save the rookery’s corrupted soul. The lingering warmth of a roast from the King’s Arms Tavern. Unwashed bodies, the sticky sweetness of children, the soggy plaster of the paper-thin tenement walls collapsing in on themselves . . .

But then the wind shifted, carrying in its chilling grasp something else entirely.

Boot polish. Dyed wool.

Gunpowder.

The sounds of the market faded beneath the roar of blood in my ears. My eyes drifted to the perfume flacons on the table before me, thoughts swirling into a furious storm.

Bad omen, this is. I gritted my teeth. First the Sloggers, now this. Bloody Toady.

With a calm I didn’t feel, I took Arabella’s arm. She leaned in, sky-blue eyes widening. The rest of them could rot, but I’d be damned before I let her fall into whatever snare was being set. Life had battered her enough already.

“Listen to me,” I began in a low voice, knowing anything like fear would spark her own. “We’re going to take our baskets and walk . . .” I paused, drawing in another exploratory breath. West. The scent was a few streets west of us, give or take. “. . . down the alley to the east until we reach Regent Street—”

I never had the chance to finish.

Arabella gasped, drawing back as if I’d bitten her nose. With dawning horror, I watched her tilt her head and open her mouth.

“No!” I whispered frantically. She’d cause a panic and we’d never escape the ensuing riot.

“Raid!” she bellowed. “Raid!”

The Midnight Market became its own nightmare.

Chaos erupted with the wet fur stench of terror. I jumped as tables were overturned; wares smashed to the ground in the haste to flee. Merchants and customers scattered like rats through whatever crack or crevice they could find, shouting and shoving at one another as they reached dead ends or bottlenecked at gates.

The heady surge of brandy, Gallian wine, and olive oil pooling on the ground became overwhelming, clawing at me until my stomach heaved.

“Ta, sweet! Take care!” Arabella called to me, using her parasol-sharp elbows to fight her way through the fray. Her basket of stolen goods rattled as she leapt over a man who’d fallen and been promptly trampled. She was one of the few heading east. Good.

Pounding footsteps echoed against the crumbling walls. “Stop! In the name of the King!”

A flacon of Lady Luck danced off the edge of the plank, shattering against the cobblestones. The sound startled me out of my daze. I stared at the remaining flacons, feeling as though my heart were ripping in two.

Every instinct begged me to run, but I couldn’t leave the perfumes for the soldiers to find, nor could I waste the oils and the magic I’d given pieces of myself to. It would take me months to repay Oliver alone. But if I took them, if I was caught with them on my person, it would be Fairgate by sunrise.

I shook myself, refusing to let the terror set in again. If I was caught with them, I’d brazen my way out of the situation, the way I always did.

Scooping the bottles into my wicker basket, I took off.

The scent of the soldiers exploded behind me as they came upon the remnants of the market. I glared down at the rattling bundle of bottles pressed to my chest. I might as well have been wearing a bloody bell for how easy I was making it for them.

Bloody moon, bloody Toady—bloody Sloggers. The soldiers had probably tracked those men here, damn them.

Within two heartbeats my old ankle boots were soaked through, my hems stained and splattered. That was why you wore only gray or brown to the Brickbats. Any other color would be sacrificed to the rookery’s filthy fingers or mark you as a peacock ready to have your feathers plucked.

I made a right where the alley narrowed, a left at the spot Mr. Higgins had been gutted like a fish for his fine new hat, another left at the burnt-out husk that had once been a cobbler’s shop before the Tremont Terrors had gotten their paws on fireworks.

It was only by virtue of how often I’d run these lanes that I was sure-footed enough not to twist an ankle on the uneven stones. It was all too easy to get lost in the dark, labyrinthine sprawl of the back lanes. They’d been the delight of murderers and thieves over the centuries for this very reason—the blind turns opportunities, the shadows protective of their own.

I slid to a stop at a crossway between four tenements, taking the measure of each path. Right would take me deeper into the rookery, and left—

Foul panting breath, sweat-damp wool, and gunpowder found me again. Close—too close. The sound of quick footfalls followed, the last warning I’d receive.

I lifted my narrow skirt and swung left, my heart thundering. The Coffin. I’d lose them near the Coffin, where the roads circled back onto each other like serpents devouring their tails. I could hide in the deconsecrated church’s crypt or by running flat out to the river if it came to it.

“There!” a man shouted. “There she is!”

I ran faster, my boots sliding through the muck, crashing my left shoulder into a sharp corner of brick. I sucked in a breath of pain as the stone tore the tufted sleeve of my dress and scraped the skin there raw. Finding my footing once more, I continued, consoling myself by imagining the soldiers’ fine emerald King’s Guard uniforms splattered with the same filth.

Nearly there, I thought, taking a right when the scent of another soldier, this one reeking of whatever stew he’d eaten for supper, slithered down the lane to my left.

The damp air was a muddle of fading essences, trails of all those who had walked them in the days before or fled through them only moments ago, having had the same idea I did.

The alley tightened around me like a fist, forcing me to turn sideways to pass through. The clatter of musket and sword and those heavy, unrelenting footsteps were the only sounds I heard over my own heartbeat.

Nearly there, I told myself again.

But I heard it then—the echo of a shout. A woman’s piercing wail. Arabella?

I hesitated, and it cost me. It always cost me.

With my gaze turned back toward the clamor, my body slammed straight into a hard wall of wool and muscle.

“Ah, there you are.”

I jerked back in alarm, but the soldier, looking remarkably unharassed in his prim uniform, clapped two hands around my arms like irons. Breath tore in and out of me as I forced my gaze up—and up—into the soldier’s face. The white handkerchief tied beneath his nose fluttered with his soft chuckle. Eyes as silver as coins bore into mine.

A shiver passed down my spine and straight into my soul. How . . . ?

The basket slid from my nerveless fingers, the bottles hidden inside clattering horribly as it hit the cobblestones.

I inhaled sharply. But there was nothing—not an essence, not even the smell of wool or leather. It was impossible, and yet . . .

I could puzzle it out later, when I was well away from here. From him, whatever he was.

“Let me go!” I demanded, craning my head around, searching for my way out.

Nearby, a tenement leaned toward the street like a curious bystander.

I spun up my best east city accent. “Help! Help! The swad’s going to kill me!”

This time, the soldier reared back. I almost laughed at how offended he appeared at the suggestion.

When he spoke, his accent was as clear as cut crystal. “I most certainly am not—though that can be arranged.”

A toff, then? A second or third son, more like, whose father had bought his commission. A soft-belly lad. Untested. Probably pissing himself in terror being made to march into the Brickbats.

“Make it a habit of assaulting innocent young women, do you?” I jeered back.

I twisted, savagely kicking at his knees and ankles and soft parts. A fight then. I’d claw my way out. He swore, releasing one of my arms, only to perform some sort of trickery that had me spinning around. He brought my back flush to his hard chest. I jabbed an elbow back, wincing as I struck the cold buckle on his belt.

He brought his face in line with mine, his breath fanning across my ear. Another shiver spread from my scalp to my freezing toes. “I’d hoped to do this in a more civilized manner . . .”

He banded an arm across my chest. I threw my skull back, the way Arabella had taught me, but naturally he had to be a bloody giant. My head bounced off the collar of his uniform, and my simmering blood heated to a boil as he laughed again.

There was something in his free hand—a small black bottle. He flicked the cap off with his thumb. Pine. Lavender.

My body tensed as a stroke of effervescent magic brushed my senses, settling deep in my lungs before I could stifle my breath. Seductive warmth curled through my blood then, stroking my mind with slow, teasing fingers.

One by one, my bones hollowed, turning as light as a bird’s. A dark curtain pulled down over my mind, smothering my frantic thoughts. My terror.

“You . . . bastard . . .” My lips moved, but I wasn’t sure I’d managed to force the words out. My sense of him blurred like watercolors. His grip on my chest eased.

“Now, Miss Lockwood,” his voice rumbled near my ear again, “you’ll have to do far better than that if you mean to maim.”

My fist curled around the lapel of his damp uniform coat, twisting with one final, silent promise as I sank into dark unconsciousness and the moon’s soft face dipped toward the horizon.

I will.




Chapter Two

[image: ]
I knew I was in trouble when the last of the women in my cell was released, and the guard’s sulfurous stench of malice became spiced with the cinnamon of lust.

Mrs. Fellows shivered as the door slammed shut and was locked behind her. Even in my envy, I was relieved for her. The woman had spent the better part of the last . . . two, was it? Two days weeping and shivering, distraught at the thought of what had become of her nine children since she’d been arrested. All for the crime of attempting to sell her dead husband’s fairy comb at the Midnight Market, so she and her family wouldn’t starve.

“It’ll be my brother, I expect, lately arrived in town,” Mrs. Fellows murmured more to herself than to me.

I nodded, no feeling left in my body as I leaned back against the cold stone wall. Her brother was the last in a succession of husbands, sons, fathers, uncles, and cousins who had dutifully arrived at the prison gates to pay their wayward relation’s way out of Fairgate ahead of their coming trial.

I met her dark gaze one last time, the rusty scent of her guilt indistinguishable from the actual rust clinging to the bars between us. Her hands twisted in her ruined cloak, her throat working to find the words. In the end, she said nothing.

It was just as well. There was nothing she could have said. Certainly nothing that would have made me feel better. I’d told her and the others the truth that first morning: no one was coming for me.

With one last nod, Mrs. Fellows scurried after the other guard as he strode away, not willing to be left another moment in this hell.

The other guard, Branson, lingered. Of course he did. The pressure of his gaze was like a tongue tracing the curve of my cheek. I fought a shudder of revulsion, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of any response.

“Looking awfully lonely in there, Red,” Branson said, giving the bars a tap with his truncheon. “How’s about I come and keep ye company tonight? Gets awfully cold down here after sunset, don’t it? I’ll keep ye warm . . .”

I wasn’t a coward, but I also wasn’t a fool. I congratulated myself for my restraint as I somehow managed to bite back the words Not as warm as your blood when I slit your throat. I wouldn’t give him an excuse to beat me again—not that he needed justification. The guards had been empowered to brutalize prisoners under the guise of “subduing wicked spirits.”

“Think yer above me, do ye?” he jeered.

Ignoring him seemed to annoy him more than cutting retorts, so I merely looked down at my filthy nails, studying them.

He slammed his truncheon against the bars again, and this time, my body jumped instinctively at the harsh clang. He laughed, and all I could do was swallow my bile and let him.

“Tonight then,” he promised, with a last leering look. “I’ll show ye how a little bitch deserves to be handled.”

My jaw clenched to the point of pain, every muscle in my body going rigid with the effort to remain still as he finally strode away, whistling “The Black Needle” to himself.

Damn him, I wouldn’t let him ruin that song for me, and I wouldn’t let him touch me, either. Couldn’t.

My breath steamed around me with my harsh exhale. His body was rotting away quicker than his soul, just not quickly enough to matter to me. Not when I knew now what happened to women at Fairgate after dark.

There had been twelve of us packed into this cell, which was barely the size of a carriage. Most of the other women had been customers at the market, but a few were simply prostitutes who’d been walking the wrong streets as the King’s Guard had stormed through the Brickbats. And while fate had taken it upon itself to weave our lives together, it moved quickly to unravel the protection our numbers had provided. Branson took the utmost pleasure in returning to lead each of the others out, well aware that he was stripping away layer after layer of defenses.

He will not touch me, I told myself, wrapping my arms around my knees.

My whole life, I’d managed to dodge every cruel trap the world set for women, but at the end of all that running, I’d managed to fall into the worst of cages. God, or fate, or whatever greater force loomed beyond death must have had a wicked sense of humor—that, or he truly despised women. Why else would men be born to live, while women existed only to be punished?

Stop this, I told myself, squeezing my eyes shut. Self-pity will get you nowhere here.

I leaned against the wall, just to the right of where someone had, intriguingly, carved hell’s tits into the stone. Just that, and nothing more.

Hell’s tits. I sighed, sliding my back down the wall. It was as good a descriptor as any for the situation I found myself in.

I curled around my knees like an old piece of parchment, letting the stagnant water and filth seep into my ruined skirts. The chill gnawed on my skin with needlelike teeth, and I couldn’t gather enough warmth to my center to ward it off.

I touched the iron shackle around my ankle, flinching at the burn of raw skin beneath it. As I lifted the attached chain, testing the weight, nausea swelled in me, roiling my empty stomach.

Arabella had told me once that the difference between hunger and starvation was a willingness to kill for a meal, of choosing your life over another’s. It was why so many of the long-term residents of Fairgate became expert ratcatchers, and why one never saw anything but the quickest and most wily of street cats in the Brickbats.

I wasn’t sure I was there yet. As hard as I’d fought to survive in the years since Mama’s death, I was equally uncertain I’d be up for the challenge when the time came I was forced to try.

The thought of Arabella drew up that same fear, the same questions that had been haunting me since that night. Had she gotten away? Or was she only a few cells down, her essence swamped by the seething stench of the prison?

Pressing my face to my knees did nothing to smother the rolling tide of horrors that assaulted my nose: unwashed bodies, human filth, rotting food, desperation. Hell couldn’t reek half as badly as this place. It terrified me to imagine that this stench could linger in my hair, on my skin, marking me forever.

Think, I told myself. Think . . .

If Branson came for me, would I be able to take him by surprise—cut him deep enough to take his key, unchain myself, and flee through the cell door? Were there other guards posted at the end of the hall, or upstairs, near the entrance? Even if I did get away, could I disappear the way I’d need to, becoming someone else?

Isn’t that what you’ve always done?

I felt blindly across the ground, slipping my hand beneath the pile of wet straw that served as my bed. My fingers closed around Sweetie.

And to think I’d laughed when one of the other women had found it hidden behind the waste bucket, a gift from a previous occupant of the cell. Somehow, someone—through means I preferred not to contemplate too deeply, given how thoroughly the guards had searched me—had smuggled a gentleman’s smoking pipe into Fairgate.

While our mystery benefactor had likely hoped to trade it for better food or privileges, one of the doxies, Sally, had seen the true opportunity it presented: she’d pressed its narrow lip against the stone ground, grinding and grinding it until it became a sharp point.

Well. If I did manage to walk away from this festering pit of misery, I’d know a thing or two about improvised weapons.

Hours passed. That single, frail beam of sunlight that sneaked into the cell through a crack in the ceiling found me again, and I lifted my hand, trying to catch the motes of dust drifting through it.

Then, as though I had sunk into an even deeper layer of hell, the putrid air warmed with nutmeg.

“No,” I huffed out, pushing unsteadily to my feet. My stiff, bruised body protested every movement, from trying to smooth the tangle of loose curls around my shoulders to futilely beating the grime off my skirt. No, no, no—he couldn’t be here—

Prisoners jeered and wailed as the new arrival passed their cells, hooting with laughter at whatever reaction they’d received. Panicked and mortified, I kicked some of the straw over the disgusting bucket we’d used as a chamber pot, but there was no hiding the leg-iron that chained me to the bolt on the wall.

I squeezed my eyes shut, wishing the shadows would just devour me, the way they’d been trying to for days.

“Oh, Vi,” came the wrenching whisper.

I forced myself to look, a helpless anger working my lungs like bellows.

“Ye got five minutes,” Branson sneered, holding up the gold mark he’d been handed.

The world seemed to sharpen painfully, as if to cut from every angle. Because there, standing a short distance away, as if he couldn’t bring himself even a step closer to the bars, was Oliver.

What little light I’d managed to keep alive in my chest guttered and died.

I hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it before, his essence. Leather reins, sweet apple, and nutmeg cologne, the smoky traces of a gentleman’s club, a warm eagerness. There had been so many times over the last two days that I’d been tempted to search for any hint of him in the air, but I’d never let myself imagine, not for a moment, the image of him striding down the hall to save me. I knew it would shatter me when he didn’t come—because why would he?

And yet, somehow, it was a worse
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