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PROLOGUE

 


 


DUBLIN, IRELAND

1870

 


No sense of danger warned the guards at the
docks. The sun was setting and a soft pink hue tinged the heavy
covering of clouds. The tang of imminent rain was sharp in the air,
which wasn’t unusual for Dublin in the spring—or any other season,
for that matter. Working briskly, casting periodic glances at the
sky, the English seamen unloaded their cargo of foodstuffs,
hustling before the perpetual mist could ruin the sacks of
grain.

Along the quay, a motley group of Irish
peasants, dressed in rags that hung from their bones, paused to
stare at the sides of beef being carted from the ship. Drool was
more like it, the captain of the English militia thought sourly.
Their sunken eyes greedily caressing the precious provisions, they
looked as if they were contemplating an impromptu uprising to
snatch a bit of bread from the piled-high stores.

“Might we be troublin’ ye fer jest a bite,
Captain, sir?” one old man asked, his voice weak with hunger.

Disgusted, the captain raised his rifle and
gave a yell, scattering the startled townsfolk, who took to heel
and scampered off into the narrow streets beyond.

“Bloody Irish rabble,” he cursed to his
sergeant. “There’s no end of them, sniveling like brats for our
food. If I didn’t personally watch them every minute, they’d steal
the ruddy mess from under our very noses.”

The sergeant eyed the retreating supplicants
with more sympathy than his superior. “The latest famine’s reduced
them to eating potato skins to keep from starving, sir. I imagine
this shipment looks like treasure to those so poor.”

“Well, it’s not my problem, is it? My job is
to see this food goes to the gentry who pay the proper coin. Look
lively, now. I’ve no intention of being embarrassed again by these
miscreants pilfering my charge. By God, but I’d give a lot to be
quit of this filthy country.”

He would have indulged in more complaints,
but the crunch of wheels distracted him. Turning, he saw a large,
elegant coach drawn by a matched pair of blooded horses pull up at
the dock. It was driven by a dark young man wearing the bright red
uniform of a lieutenant in the governor’s personal guard, with his
hat pulled low over his forehead. Beside him, dressed in homespun
work clothes, was an Irish servant with a deep cleft in his chin.
As the carriage drew to a halt, the servant jumped down and opened
the gleaming door. A moment later, a lady stepped out.

She was dressed in fresh pink finery with a
bonnet of flowers completely covering her hair. A short pink veil
hid her face, but as she came forth with the young man, she walked
with the grace and assurance of a member of the nobility, directly
toward the captain. His mouth twitched as he noted the absence of
gloves on her hands—a formidable omission for a lady of quality.
Belatedly the girl thrust her hands behind her back, cursing
herself for her error.

“What’s this now?” the captain grumbled under
his breath. It was his job to be suspicious of any break in
routine. But he strode forth to meet them, answering the
lieutenant’s smart salute.

“Good evening, Captain,” the young lieutenant
said in a cultured English voice. “May I introduce the governor’s
daughter, Miss Vanguard. We’ve come with a commission from her
father. I have a requisition for some of the food you’re
unloading.”

The captain’s gaze fixed on the girl. “The
governor’s household has already received its ration for the
month.”

“These are special orders, sir.”

The young woman spoke in a soft, whispery,
aristocratic voice. “It’s my sixteenth birthday, Captain. We’re
having a party. All the landed lords will be there. Naturally, we
must have the finest food available. To celebrate. You see,
Captain, I shall be a woman in a week’s time.”

The captain blanched at this forward bit of
banter. Taking the proffered orders, he looked them over with a
practiced eye. They were, indeed, signed by Governor Vanguard
himself. Still reluctant, he cast another glance at the governor’s
daughter. She was reported to be a beauty, though he’d never before
seen her up close. It was difficult to tell, with the veil hiding
her face. But he detected a delighted smile beneath the veil. Ah,
the enthusiasm of youth, he thought, feeling suddenly old.

“Perhaps you’d care to join us, Captain. I’m
sure my father would be most happy to extend an invitation, were I
to ask.”

It was highly irregular, but the captain
wasn’t averse to being invited to the governor’s house. Perhaps he
could put in a plea for transfer back to England. Still, he
hesitated. The governor had never before issued such an unusual
request.

He took another moment to study the
lieutenant, who was watching him closely. The man was tall and
dark, with vivid green eyes that must have set many a maiden’s
heart to fluttering. But there was something about that youthful
face ...

“You’re awfully young to be an officer,” he
noted.

The lieutenant snapped to attention.
“Sandhurst, sir. Class of ’69.”

“I see. Very good, Lieutenant. We have to be
careful. These Irish are always about with their long faces and
tragic airs. They’d happily slit our throats for a mouthful of
Yorkshire cheese.”

The lieutenant’s glowing eyes narrowed in an
aristocratic sneer. “Let them eat rats, for all I care. The
governor wants this food for his daughter’s ball, and by God he’ll
have it.”

At this, the servant at his side shuffled,
then muttered, “Ye could feed the whole of the starvin’ city on
what the governor’s about squanderin’ on his guests.”

With a swiftness that startled the captain
and made the girl start, the lieutenant smacked the servant’s head
a vicious blow. “Insolent peasant!” Glancing apologetically at the
captain, he added, “What do you expect from these hayseed ruffians?
You may rest assured, sir, that this man will be dismissed for his
insubordination. God knows there are enough surly scamps to take
his place.”

Giving a look of grudging admiration, the
captain relented at last. “You, men, load the requested foodstuffs
in the governor’s coach. And be quick about it.”

At once, the food that had been on its way to
the warehouse was transferred instead into the vast interior of the
coach.

When the conveyance was loaded, the
lieutenant saluted and expressed his thanks. “We’ll be certain to
tell the governor of your cooperation.”

Preening, the captain held out his hand to
the girl. After the briefest hesitation, she took it. “There will
be an invitation for you directly,” she promised in her whispery
voice.

Suddenly, the captain froze. Gripping her
hand tightly, he turned it over. There, on her palm, were rough
calluses. Hardly the hand of a lady.

His eyes shot up and met those of the
lieutenant. “Bloody curs. Who are you?”

At once, the lieutenant grabbed the captain’s
rifle and rammed the butt into his head. “Some of those Irish
rabble you so despise,” he boasted, “come to make fools of the
cursed English crown.”

As the captain staggered, the servant sprang
to life. He slugged the officer full in the face, knocking him
cold, before turning on the sergeant and kicking him in the gut.
The sailors, alerted to trouble, came running, and a lively ruckus
ensued. The counterfeit servant and lieutenant fought them with the
brutal force they’d learned on the back streets, felling each of
the sailors in turn as the girl ran with all speed for the coach.
She’d just climbed aboard and picked up the reins when the last of
the sailors was knocked to his knees. The “lieutenant” knocked him
over the head with the rifle, then he and his partner raced for the
carriage. It was already moving when they leapt aboard. Whipping
the horses into a frenzy with the reins, the girl sent them
clattering up the quay and into the street beyond.

The sky was darkening and the awaited rain
began to fall lightly as they galloped through narrow alleyways,
knocking aside passersby along the way. When they were a safe
distance from the docks, the man who’d played the lieutenant took
the reins and the girl snatched the flowered bonnet from her head,
laughing gleefully as she tossed it aside. A wealth of flame-red
curls tumbled to her shoulders and was whipped back by the
wind.

“Saints preserve us,” she cried in her native
Irish brogue. “We’ll eat like kings for a week!”

They were laughing as they headed through the
Georgian streets with their imposing row houses. The impostor
lieutenant pulled the coach to a halt in a deserted alley and took
the hated military hat from his head, raking long fingers through
his midnight-black hair.

“My, but weren’t you grand, then.” He raised
his voice, mimicking her earlier tone. “ ‘I’m to be a woman in a
week’s time.’ Wanton lass. How the man must have been droolin’ in
his cups. And you little more than a suckling babe.”

“Suckling, indeed!” she cried heatedly. “I’d
like to see a suckling put on a show the likes of me own. If not
for these cursed hands, we’d have fooled the bastard right to the
end.”

“Never mind your hands. ’Tis proud you’ve
made me this day.”

She looked up at Johnny, feeling warmed by
his praise. The three of them—Johnny, Daggett, and Mylene—had grown
up in the same orphanage and they’d been thick as thieves for most
of their lives. Mylene was just fifteen to the boys’ seventeen, but
she could hold her own with them, as she’d proved on many an
occasion.

Beside her, Daggett—the “servant”—was rubbing
his head. “Did ye have to knock me so hard, then, Johnny? ’Tis a
right bump ye’ve given me, and no denying.”

“Oh, poor Daggett,” Mylene crooned
sarcastically. “Ye’ve a softer head than ye’ve led us to believe,
I’m thinking. And himself bragging to all who’ll hear how he can
best any man with his fists.”

“And so I can!”

“Now, now,” Johnny admonished. “We’ll have
none of that. ’Twas a fine job we did, and the orphanage will sup
for our efforts. There need be no bickering amongst the likes of
us.”

Daggett clamped an appreciative hand on
Johnny’s shoulder.

“Johnny’s right, so he is,” Mylene said. “And
’tis sorry I am for me own lack of sympathy. There, now, Daggett,
if I rub yer head for ye, will ye favor me with a smile?”

She reached over to smooth his sandy hair and
was rewarded with a playful cuff to her own riotous curls.

The night was black as they headed toward the
Liberties and the orphanage. This was the worst part of town, the
filthy streets crumbling with desperate poverty, where the city’s
poor—starving, diseased, and degenerate alike—scratched and clawed
what meager existence they could.

Daggett reached back into the coach and pried
forth a loaf of bread, tearing hunks from it and passing them
along. They dug in, mercilessly teasing one another between bites,
pointing out faults in the job they’d pulled and making suggestions
for how to better their technique next time around. It was done in
jest, but the suggestions were secretly taken to heart. One small
slip could mean the difference between life and death.

They were chuckling when they turned the
corner and came upon a crowd outside one of the haphazard night
shelters that served as temporary bedding for the poor. The people
gathered there were holding tallows, speaking in hushed tones.

Johnny halted the coach. “What goes on here,
man?” he asked one of the onlookers.

“The O’Brien child is dyin’. Starvin’ to
death, and not a crust to feed the poor lad.”

Mylene scrambled down and pushed her way
inside. There, on a squalid pallet on the ground, a three-year-old
boy lay dying in decay. His family of nine was gathered about him,
weeping helplessly. None of them looked far from the grave. The
small shelter reeked of death. The child’s mouth was black, his
eyes rolled back in his head.

When Mylene looked up to find Johnny by her
side, there were tears of pity in her eyes. “Oh, Johnny,” she
whispered. “Couldn’t we give them some of what we’ve just taken?
Just enough to—”

Harshly, Johnny interrupted. “Would you be
feeding the whole of Dublin then, and see our own starving children
perish like this one for our neglect?”

She knew he was right, but it broke her heart
just the same. Just then, she spied the bulge in Daggett’s jacket,
where he’d thrust the bread. In a gesture of defiance, she snatched
the remainder of the loaf and offered it to Mrs. O’Brien. The woman
took it and blessed her. But Mylene read the unspoken message: It’s
too late.

“Come,” Johnny urged gently. “They’ll be
looking for us.”

Outside, Mylene felt the old terror clutch
her heart. “I’ll be hating this poverty till the day I die,” she
swore. Then, looking back, she added in a desolate tone, “But at
least they’ve a family to console them. Which is more than can be
said for the lot of us.”

She felt hands of iron grip her shoulders and
wheel her around. Startled, she looked up and met the fierce
passion blazing in Johnny’s eyes. “We’re your family,” he
growled. “Don’t be forgetting it.”

Family. These two orphan boys, these ruffians
of the streets, were the only family she’d ever known. They were
her brothers, her confidants, the best friends anyone could hope
for in this world. In a rush of emotion, she grabbed them both and
clutched them to her. “Aye,” she said, her tears mingling with the
raindrops to wet their close-held heads. “How could I forget?”

* * *

St. Columba’s orphanage was housed in an old
abandoned warehouse on the banks of the river Liffey in the most
destitute section of Dublin. The main room had been partitioned
into two barrackslike wards—one for the girls, the other for the
boys. A small kitchen and office had been pieced together, paid for
by funds raised in the church next door, the domain of Father
Quentin, priest and patron of St. Columba. What little heat there
was came from three tiny, rusted stoves, fueled by coal in the odd
occasion when it could be begged or “borrowed,” and peat from the
surrounding countryside when it could not. It was a shabby, barren
place, kept clean by the nuns who ruled by threats of damnation and
long birch branches that could cut the orphans’ flesh with
strategic whacks.

The three adventurers were met by a rush of
noisy children who’d been peering out the single window, awaiting
their return. As Johnny and Daggett carried in the pilfered
parcels, the young ones descended on them, crying out their
excitement at such unaccustomed riches. They ranged in age from
three to twelve, clean youngsters dressed in rough brown uniforms
fashioned from the discarded robes of neighboring monks. In spite
of their clean state, they nonetheless sported the same hollow-eyed
look of all the children of the ravaged city. Their noses ran—a
condition of the perpetual cold—and some coughed raggedly from
consumption. But nothing could dim their enthusiasm as they
fingered the bags of provisions, tearing them open even as they
were heaped upon the kitchen table.

As the young men brought in the food, Mylene
squatted down, describing the feast they’d have to the group of
enraptured children, who hung on every word. In the midst of
drawing a colorful picture of the pudding she’d make for them, she
glanced up to find Father Quentin standing in the doorway.

“We’ve done it, Father,” she announced
proudly. “And a grand haul it was.”

Father Quentin, dressed in the black robes
and collar of his station, was an elderly man with thick white hair
and a ruddy face. He was an anomaly among the priests of Ireland,
who used their illustrious status and the fear they inspired to
subdue any hint of the rebellious spirit they felt might eventually
rob them of their power. In contrast, Father Q, as he was
affectionately called, was a rampant Irish nationalist who worked
quietly and secretly to bring about the freedom from England he
felt was the only hope of his beloved land. To this end, he’d
defied the church and his own bishop by educating his orphans in
Irish history, covertly breaking the law by teaching them the old
language and making sure they knew how to read and write.

It was he who’d found Johnny, Daggett, and
Mylene on the mean streets and taken them in. Discovering early
that they were exceptional, he’d trained them carefully over the
years. He’d taught them the speech of their captors, instructing
them to assume various roles that could aid his cause. Through
their efforts, they’d supported the orphanage by whatever means
were available. If those means sometimes flew in the face of the
law, Father Q discreetly looked the other way. What were English
laws, when he had so many mouths to feed?

But tonight he was unusually quiet, even
grave. Alerted, Daggett dropped a sack of meal, and together the
three of them faced the priest.

“What is it, then, Father?” Johnny asked.

Mylene added, “Are you not pleased?”

The priest ignored the query and looked at
them each in turn with serious blue eyes. “I’ll have a word with
you in my office. Sister, see to the food.”

Exchanging nervous glances, the three
followed him into his office. It was meagerly furnished with a desk
and chair and a potbellied stove, which glowed invitingly with a
peat fire. Mylene, sensing his mood, resisted the impulse to go to
the stove and warm her hands.

They waited in silence. Father Q’s gaze
wandered behind them, and as it did, the office door closed.
Turning, they saw a man standing in the shadowed corner of the
room.

He was as arresting a specimen as they’d ever
seen. Not tall, he nevertheless gave the impression that he was a
large man, a man whose presence filled the room. He was of middle
age, darkly magnetic in a rough-hewn way, with a hooked nose and
pockmarked face. His eyes, intent and unflinching, had dark circles
under them, making him look as if he never slept. He carried about
him an air of fatalism that was tragic and captivating all at the
same time.

Father Q spoke in a voice filled with
respect. “I’d be presenting Shamus Flynn.”

It was as if the breath of life had been
sucked from the room. God in heaven, Shamus Flynn! The notorious
leader of the seditious Fenians. A legendary character who’d been
chased underground by the fearsome price on his head. He was a
decidedly treacherous man, a rebel in the raw, the most wanted man
in the English books. They’d heard of him all their lives. His
exploits were whispered in every Dublin pub. But no one had ever
seen him. Even they, who knew the back streets of the city like no
one else, had never so much as seen the man. Nor were they certain
he existed. They’d come to believe he was a figment of heroic
imagination, perpetuated to give a crushed populace hope.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Daggett whistled
beneath his breath.

Even Johnny—who feared and admired nothing
and no one—was staring at this phantom as if the Blessed Virgin had
just made an appearance.

“These are the three I was speaking of,”
Father Q said. “Johnny, the thinker and planner with the golden
tongue. Daggett, our warrior. There’s not a better lad at military
strategy—excepting yourself, of course. And Mylene. She’s our
chameleon. She can become anything that’s required of her, and can
charm the secrets from the soul of the tightest-lipped man on
earth. I don’t have to tell you, Mr. Flynn has come at considerable
peril to himself.”

“What are your back names?” Flynn asked with
the economy of speech of a hunted man.

Mylene flushed with shame. “We haven’t any.
We’re orphans, now, aren’t we?”

“She’s a tongue on her,” Flynn noted with
suspicion.

“They assume last names as needed,” Father Q
said. “I’ve told them time and again they’re welcome to my
own.”

Flynn looked them over in silence. What he
saw was a striking dark-haired young man with an air of keen
intelligence and a face devoid of the florid peasant features that
marked so many of his countrymen. The other, the sandy-haired youth
with the devil’s thumbprint in his chin, looked more like a Roman
legionnaire than an Irish orphan. In spite of his awe, he returned
Flynn’s stare with a surly, stubborn pride. The girl was too thin
to be dubbed a beauty, though she had clear blue eyes and a pouty
mouth that held possibilities. With some food to coax the proper
curves, she might make a fetching piece at that. None of them
flinched beneath his autocratic stare. A promising sign.

“I’ve been told about your escapade this day.
You’ve told me truly, Father. They’re as good as your boasts.”

“They’re the best. I’ve never seen the
like.”

“And why is it,” Johnny asked, “that we’ve
been brought on the carpet to be inspected like country wares?”

Flynn said, in his tired voice, “A great
honor is being done you this day. You’ve been chosen—the three of
you—to use your talents to serve Ireland on a larger scale.”

“You’re old enough now to leave the
orphanage,” the priest added, “though how we’ll manage without you
is beyond me.”

“Leave?” Mylene whispered.

“Although you don’t know it, you’ve been
trained for a specific purpose. Now that purpose is moving to a new
stage.”

“What purpose would that be?” Johnny
asked.

Flynn took the floor. “Together with us
Fenians, your Father Q has been working on a grand plot to free
Ireland. ’Tis time you took your proper places in that plan. We’ll
not force you. If you do this, it’s of your own free will. But if
you accept, there are no questions I’ll be answering. You obey with
blind devotion or you’re of no use at all. Have I made myself
clear?”

Again it was Johnny who spoke. “What will you
be requiring of us?”

“That I’ll not be telling you. I’ll say only
it will require the three of you to split up, to be trained with
care, to be sent to England, and to be placed in vital positions,
the functions of which you’ll learn as you go along. Mind, it will
take years of your lives. At least five—mayhap as many as
ten—before you’re ready to carry out your ultimate missions. But
when you’re ready, my fine patriots, you’ll be instrumental in
freeing our homeland from the cursed yoke of English tyranny.”

His speech had roused them. They could hear
the voice of the leader in his quiet, urgent tones.

“You’re the most important element of this
plot,” the priest added. “Because of you, we’ll have hope of a new
day.”

“What say you?” Flynn demanded.

The three friends looked at one another,
trepidation mingling with the excitement pumping through their
veins. The picture of the O’Brien child was still vivid in their
minds. Too many O’Briens. And so little hope.

Johnny read their acceptance. Mylene would
risk her life to feed a starving child. And Daggett, though less
compassionate, worshiped Johnny and would stand by his
decision.

“We love our country, Mr. Flynn,” Johnny
answered for them. “We’d see our countrymen work and eat like men
instead of rats. And taste the dignity of freedom on their tongues.
When do we start, then?”

“At once. Mylene is leaving on a ship for
England tonight.”

“Tonight?” they cried as one.

Tonight. To be ripped from the only home
she’d ever known. To be sent to enemy territory, alone and
unprepared. Mylene felt the fear of it clutch her throat like a
fist.

“But it’s too soon! I’m not ready.”

“You’ll be ready by the time you land. Our
man will brief you along the way.”

Along the way to what? In a panic, she looked
at Johnny and read the same shock on his face.

Flynn’s gaze was hard, uncompromising.
“You’ll wear what you have on. Leave whatever possessions you have.
You’ll not be needing them where you’re going. As for good-byes,
have done with them. My man will be by in a quarter hour. See that
you’re ready.”

With that, he slipped out and, like the
phantom he was, vanished into the night.

* * *

The three of them went out to the banks of
the Liffey, unmindful of the rain. There they stood, staring numbly
out at the rushing river, their stunned silence speaking
volumes.

“A quarter hour to say good-bye to ye,”
Mylene lamented. “Yer me brothers. How can I do without ye? How can
I find the strength?”

Daggett took the treasured knife he kept
hidden in his waistband and handed it to her. “Keep this under yer
skirts, girl. ’Twill give you all the strength you need.”

Typical of Daggett, the warrior.

She turned to her other companion.

“Can I do this, Johnny? Truly?”

Quietly, he said, “I’ve every faith that ye
can.”

Just then, they heard a footfall. Father Q
was at their backs. Mylene fought the panic that threatened to
choke her. Pride came to the fore. She mustn’t let them see how
terrified she was. They must remember her as brave and strong.

She turned to Daggett, a lump of tears in her
throat. “Take care, then,” she said, hugging him.

Then she was facing Johnny. Her confidant in
times of despair. How could she say good-bye? Reluctantly, she
stood on tiptoes to give his cheek a sisterly kiss. But his arms
came hard about her back. Held close, she could almost feel the
pumping of his heart. She became aware of the smell of him, of the
bristle of his jaw, of the way his hard chest crushed her tender
breasts. Something vital, like a shock, jolted her senses. She
turned her face and looked into his eyes. What she saw stole her
breath. He was staring at her with the same longing she felt
inside.

But how could it be? This was
Johnny!

Her gaze dropped to his mouth. For the first
time she noticed how full and sensual were his lips. How they
beckoned like a flame she couldn’t resist.

She didn’t know how those lips came crashing
down on hers. She only knew that nothing had so shattered her like
the taste of his mouth on hers. Breathless, crushed beneath his
punishing grip, she opened her mouth and moaned with startled
desire, losing herself in the drowning sensation of a kiss meant to
claim her mouth as his own.

When he released her, slowly, they stood
breathing hard, staring at each other with wonder. She couldn’t
think where she was, or what she was supposed to do. Her head spun
as if she’d drunk an entire bottle of medicinal Irish. All she
could see were Johnny’s fierce dark eyes boring into her soul.

A hand at her back broke the spell. She
glanced about to see Father Q at her side. And Daggett, glaring at
her as if she’d just taken his own knife and stabbed him in the
heart.


CHAPTER 1

 


 


LONDON

SEVEN YEARS LATER

 


Mylene crept through the dark streets of
Whitechapel, hot on the heels of her prey. It was a miserable
neighborhood: The haunt of prostitutes and their procurers, of
hardened men who hid by day and lurked in the dead of night,
accosting unsuspecting victims at the point of a knife for the
coins in their purse and a watch fob to pawn. She knew the area
well by now. It teemed with brothels and doxy houses, with opium
dens and dank gambling halls where the aristocracy came to slum and
lose their pocket change. The stench of filth and urine accosted
her as she limped along past small congregations of menacing
characters, clinging to the shadows in her ragged dress. She was
clothed in the timeworn costume of a whore, the faded blue satin
torn and reeking, barely concealing the swell of her breasts. She’d
broken a heel of her dilapidated slippers, which she now carried in
her hand. A small nail dug painfully into the sole of her foot.

Two prostitutes in heavy paint stood beneath
a lamppost in front of a public house. They were chatting quietly
when they spotted her. “You’ll never catch a man in that rag,
dearie,” one of them called. They cackled like fish hags. Mylene
hurried past them, ignoring their jibes. The last thing she needed
was to call undue attention to herself.

The man she trailed was a block ahead. She
could hear his fine kid boots hitting the cobblestones, see the
shimmer of his elegant evening clothes as he passed beneath a
gaslight that sizzled and spurted. Sensing her presence, he paused
and cast a glance behind. Like a shot, Mylene ducked into an alley
and held her breath. He was a cagey one. She’d followed him on five
different occasions and had lost him every time. Once a week, this
distinguished member of the House of Lords sneaked off to this
squalid section of London’s impoverished East End, taking a
different route each time. His caution piqued her curiosity.
Wherever he was going, he was making damn sure he wasn’t followed.
But to where did he disappear? And what unspeakable act was he
committing that should warrant such care?

She had her suspicions. The smell of opium
drifted on the breeze, filling the alleyway with its choking fumes.
If it was opium he was after, he’d come to the right place. And his
caution be damned, she’d discover his dirty little secret if it
proved the last thing she ever did!

The clip of his boots sounded again.
Carefully peering out from her vantage point, she saw him turn a
corner. Stealthily, favoring her sore foot, she followed in his
wake. But he passed the succession of Chinese joy houses and headed
for a row of flats instead.

Halfway up the block, he stopped and looked
about. The street was all but empty, with one lone hawker carrying
his wares in a basket. Mylene instantly flattened herself against
the corner of the building, becoming one with the shadows.
Watching, she saw the young aristocrat eye the hawker, then
straighten his dinner jacket with haughty precision and walk
purposefully in the front door.

The building was in shabby disrepair. Only
three lights illuminated the aura of vacant isolation. Quietly, she
made her way up the street and stood staring at the glowing
windows. One was on the top floor, the other two on the third.
Which one? And how could she get inside without being seen?

Just then a light went on in the far corner
of the building, on the second floor. That must be it! But she
couldn’t just walk in and knock on the door. She had to think of
another way.

“Care fer some flowers, luv?”

She turned to the hawker, who was coming her
way. She could smell his flowers as he approached. He held out a
bunch of violets with a toothless grin.

“Who lives in that building?” she asked.

“Wot, that one? Families, mostly.”

It was mystifying. What could Lord Cadwell
want with some poor family? An illegitimate child stashed away,
perhaps? But would he keep it in such a disreputable place? Hardly
likely.

“That gent in the fine clothes,” she pursued
in a Cockney accent. “You see ’im afore, gov’na?”

“Wot, ’im? Right enough. ’E comes once a
week, regular, like clockwork, ’e does. ’E a customer, wot?” he
added, taking note of her clothes.

“ ’E owes me five quid, the rut. Scamped off
wi’out payin’, ’e did. An’ me wi’ a sorry lot o’ mouths to
feed.”

“Wot can ye do wi’ the gents, I ask. They’ve
the run o’ the place. Pay when they want, is wot they do. But if
it’s sport yer after ...”

She scrutinized him keenly. He was a hefty
fellow. “I’ll give you ten bob to ’elp me see what ’e’s about,” she
offered.

“ ’Elp you, ’ow?”

“Come along, then.”

She went to the far corner, beneath the newly
lighted window, with him following reluctantly behind. “Give me a
lift, gov’na, so’s I can see inside.”

He stared at her suspiciously. “It’s me ’ead
if I’m caught.”

Reaching into her bodice, Mylene pulled out
the ten-bob coin and handed it to him. He weighed it in his palm
and set aside his qualms.

Cupping his hands, he waited for her to put
her foot on top, then hefted her up. She could just see in over the
windowsill. Grasping it in her hands, she raised herself up and
looked inside.

It was a small sitting room with minimal
furniture, all of it tattered. Inside, Lord Cadwell spoke with an
older man and woman. To the side was a young girl, no more than
thirteen, their daughter, from the resemblance. Lord Cadwell
offered the man a coin, which was pocketed with a nod. Then the
father left the room.

Cadwell spoke with the older woman, who
nodded her understanding. She turned her back. And as she did, the
distinguished MP put his hand on the young girl’s cheek. There was
nothing fatherly in the gesture. Mylene felt her own cheeks flame.
The girl, blushing, gave a shy yet beckoning smile. Then Cadwell
put his arm about her and led her to a closed door. This he opened
and, with a last glance at the obliging mother, stepped inside with
the girl.

Rage filled Mylene’s heart as she stared.
“Saints in heaven,” she muttered. “A child doxy!”

“Well, sure,” the hawker groaned beneath her
weight. “Were you expectin’ a tea party, per’aps?”

In spite of her outrage, a surge of triumph
filled Mylene. She had the goods on Cadwell at last. And what goods
they were! Far more scandalous than anything her imagination had
dared conjure. And she’d caught him in the act!

Lowered to the sidewalk once more, she
brushed her skirts with a satisfied air.

“Now that I’ve ’elped you, wot about that bit
o’ sport? I could do wi’ a bit of a break, so I could.”

She looked down her nose at the insolent
hawker who sought to take advantage of her goodwill. “Wot, wi’ you?
Go on, now, gov’na. You couldn’t afford the likes o’ me.”

“I’ve got ten bob.” He grinned, showing his
gums.

She turned from him with a swish of her cheap
skirts. “Cheeky pup. Ten bob wouldn’t pay fer a pat on the
cheek!”

* * *

At the corner of Lemon and White Horse
Streets, a handsome coach stood out like Cinderella’s glass slipper
in the midst of housemaids’ boots. As Mylene approached, the driver
tipped his hat. “Success?” he asked.

“A smashing success. Better than I’d
hoped.”

“I knew you’d do it. There’s nary a prey that
slips by you, once you set your sights.”

She ducked into the coach and at once it
lurched away. Sitting back in the safety of padded Moroccan
leather, she allowed herself a calming breath. In spite of her
achievement, and the pride of having bested the young lord, she
felt the old fear and horror tug at her racing heart. Her anger was
directed as much at the parents of the child as at Cadwell. How
could they make their daughter a party to such depravity?

But she knew how. She knew what poverty did
to people’s souls. It was never far away. The awful knowledge that,
if not for Father Q, she might have gone the way of that ill-used
child. Her hands shook. She gripped them together to still the
tremors. It unsettled her that the old memories, despite the turn
her life had taken, still had the power to threaten her. That they
were always there, reminding her of a destiny she’d so narrowly
dodged.

But there wasn’t time to brood. She must turn
her mind to the matter of covering her tracks. Beside her, on the
seat, were an emerald-green evening gown and her best cloak. A box
on the floor contained the shoes, stockings, petticoats, and gloves
to complete the attire. She stirred herself to action. As the coach
drove through the dark streets, Mylene hurriedly stripped off the
frayed costume and donned the evening finery. The quarters were
cramped, but she’d grown accustomed to such quick changes over the
years. By the time they’d traversed the city and crossed into
Mayfair, she’d fastened the emerald necklace about her throat,
clamped on the earbobs, and was hastily winding her flowing hair
into a wealth of fastened curls atop her head. The coach pulled up.
A swift glance in the hand mirror told her she was ready. The
discarded costume was tucked inside the box for James, the driver,
to hide in the stables.

“Welcome home, my lady,” greeted the footman.
“Lord Stanley awaits inside with Lord Helmsley.”

“Thank you, Douglas,” she said in the proper
English that was second nature now.

“I trust you had a pleasant evening?”

“Most pleasant, yes.”

Douglas helped her up the curving, shallow
stairs of the mansion in Portman Square. It was a five-story town
house, built by Robert Adam in the last century. Inside, she was
greeted by warmth and light, by rich dark woods and opulent
tapestries. A maid in a crisp black-and-white uniform bobbed a
curtsy and took her cloak and gloves.

“The gentlemen are in the drawing room,
miss.”

“Thank you, Emma.”

Emma bobbed another curtsy and left.

Mylene crossed the grand hall and opened the
sliding mahogany doors. Inside, in a cavernous room, a fire glowed
invitingly in a twelve-foot grate. The room was luxuriously
paneled, decidedly masculine, yet cozy in spite of its proportions.
Paintings by English masters covered the walls. The furnishings, in
maroon Moroccan leather, looked as immaculate as if they were new.
The smell of lemon oil gave the room a pleasant aroma.

As she entered, two men stood, setting aside
their brandies. The elder, Lord Stanley, came forth with a smile to
take her in his arms, giving the top of her head a paternal kiss.
“So you’ve come at last,” he greeted her warmly. “We’d despaired of
your company. This old house isn’t the same when you’re away.”

Mylene returned the embrace and kissed the
earl’s cheek. As always, she felt a rush of affection for her
adoptive father, this senior member of the House of Lords who’d
taken her in and heaped on her luxuries she’d never known existed.
But it was his love for her that caused the fondness she felt as
she looked at him—at the proud, patrician features, the thinning
white hair, the air of elegance and distinction. He never let a day
go by without expressing his appreciation for her company. That she
was so grateful for his small kindnesses made him coddle her all
the more.

It had seemed too good to be true at first.
Lord Stanley, newly widowed, had lost a child to brain fever
several years before—a daughter he’d cherished, so the loss of her
had left him a broken man. When his wife finally perished from
grief, he’d let it be known that he sought to adopt a daughter to
fill his loss. It was something he’d tried to talk his wife into
for years. Shamus Flynn, unbeknownst to the grieving Englishman,
had supplied the perfect candidate. A girl with red hair, like his
beloved Candice, who was the very age his daughter would have been
had she lived.

On the boat to England, Mylene had learned
her role. She was to play an English orphan who’d lost her parents
in an Irish uprising and, for want of any relations, had been
shipped home to an English orphanage. The story was calculated to
stir the embers of Lord Stanley’s heart. He was the staunchest
opponent in Parliament to Irish Home Rule. That Mylene’s parents
had been killed by Irish rabble-rousers garnered his instant
sympathy. He’d taken her in at first glance, and formally adopted
her within the year.

In the beginning, Mylene had been
flabbergasted by her surroundings. She wasn’t certain she could
perform such an extended role without giving herself away. The
luxurious lifestyle, the formalities and graces, proved matters of
extreme discomfort. To be awakened in the warmth of her plush
canopied bed with a cup of steaming cocoa embarrassed her as much
as being waited on hand and foot. But soon enough, James—the driver
who secretly worked for their cause—had passed along her
assignment. She was to use her position to discover the scandalous
secrets of Lord Stanley’s friends and associates. Buoyed by the
sense of purpose, she’d thrown herself into her task with relish,
becoming accomplished at subterfuge in no time.

What she hadn’t counted on was growing to
love Lord Stanley. Ireland, and her old life, began to seem like
the dream.

“How fares the countess?” he asked, thinking
she’d gone to visit a friend.

“Well enough, I think, for all that her
confinement makes her edgy.”

“Well, it’s all to a good purpose, as she’ll
see when the baby comes. But tell me, my dear, did her happy state
have its effect? I shouldn’t mind a grandchild of my own before too
much time.”

“The very thing we were discussing when you
came in,” announced his companion.

Mylene turned and looked at Roger Helmsley.
He was a dashing gentleman of twenty-four years, tall with dark
brown hair and a fetching pencil-thin mustache. He wore his evening
clothes with negligent ease, secure in his wealth and position. He
was Lord Stanley’s compatriot in Parliament, a driving force behind
the opposition to Irish Home Rule.

“Lord Helmsley has been pressing his suit,”
explained her father. “He informs me, with the most dejected of
countenances, that he’s asked for your hand on three separate
occasions. Yet he says you stall him with pretty smiles.”

“She’s a coy one, my lord,” said Roger,
coming to take both her hands in his. “I daresay some of your own
impeccable diplomacy has rubbed off on your daughter.”

“Is this a conspiracy?” She laughed. “Is a
girl not to be allowed her say?”

“If you’d say anything at all, I might bear
up. But this blasted silence on the subject ... Come, my sweet.
What must an old bachelor like myself do to entice the heart of
such a fair maiden?”

Roger was looking at her with a glow of
appreciation that made her flush with wonder. At twenty-two, Mylene
had blossomed under the earl’s care. The rich food from his table
had transformed the scrawny street urchin into a woman with
enticing curves. Her breasts were full, her hips ripe and rounded,
her legs nicely lean and defined from hours in the saddle and long
walks through Hyde Park. Her skin, once so sallow, glowed with rosy
health. Even her riotous curls glistened with rich abundance. Her
pouty mouth was legendary among the swells of Marlboro House. Her
clothes were fashioned by the best dressmakers in London, giving
her a regal, polished air—if one didn’t look too closely at the
impish scattering of freckles across her nose. But when she looked
in the mirror, she always gave a start of surprise. She thought of
herself still as the ill-nourished orphan without so much as a last
name.

It was partly this quest for a family of her
own that had her considering Roger’s proposal. He was an affable
and decent man who, on their outings, had displayed a freewheeling
sense of the absurd that had brought an element of fun to her sadly
serious life. His wealth, good looks, and charm were the talk of
mothers with marriageable daughters. And if his politics appalled
her, she’d learned long ago from Lord Stanley that a man could hold
differing, even dangerous, political views and still be the kindest
of men. Admittedly, the challenge intrigued her. As his wife, she
could perhaps influence him to take a more liberal stance.

“You see how she avoids me,” Roger complained
in a melodramatic tone.

There was a knock on the door before the
panels were slid open by Jensen, the all-too-proper majordomo who’d
been in the service of Lord Stanley’s father. “Excuse the
intrusion, my lord, but a gentleman caller requests an
audience.”

“A caller?” asked Lord Stanley. “At this
hour?”

“His card, my lord.”

Lord Stanley took the card. “Good gracious.
Lord Whitney. Send him in, Jensen, by all means.”

When Jensen left with a stiff bow, Roger
asked, “A jest perhaps? A visit from the grave?”

“No, no, my good man. Not old Lord Whitney.
It’s his son. I’d heard on his father’s death that he was on his
way. Been in India with his mother since he was a lad. As you know,
the climate agreed with her, and she refused to return when her
husband’s service was at an end. Kept the boy with her. We haven’t
seen the scamp since he was but a babe.”

“Well, well, this is news! It’s our duty,
then, to set him straight right from the start. Curry his favor, so
to speak. We shouldn’t want the influence he’s inherited to go the
wrong way.”

“He’s his father’s son. He’ll see our way of
things, I’ll warrant.”

Mylene knew what this meant. Old Lord
Whitney, while ill and with one foot in the grave, had nevertheless
roused himself to Parliament in his wheelchair to lambaste, in his
raspy voice, the MPs who favored Ireland’s pleas. Lord Stanley, she
knew, was counting on the son to take up the cause. It meant
another evening of feeling her hackles rise as the gentlemen
discussed new ways to squelch the Irish rebellion.

She kept her lashes lowered, cautioning
herself to silence, as the gentleman stepped into the room and the
doors were closed behind him.

Lord Stanley greeted him. “Lord Whitney, what
a pleasant surprise. I’d planned to call on you myself, as soon as
I’d heard you’d arrived. May I express my condolences for your
father’s passing? He was a distinguished gentleman and a true
friend. I assure you, he shall be missed by all.”

Mylene sensed the gentleman give a gracious
bow.

“Allow me to present my good friend, Lord
Helmsley. You’ll be seeing a great deal of each other, I don’t
doubt.”

The men shook hands.

“And this, sir, is my daughter, Mylene. Lord
Whitney, from India.”

Mylene set her face in courteous lines. But
when she glanced up, she felt the smile of welcome turn to
stone.

It was Johnny!

* * *

She didn’t know how she survived the next few
minutes. Standing like a specter as he came toward her in his
evening blacks, looking for all the world like a refined English
gentleman just home from abroad. As he took her hand and bowed to
give it a gallant kiss. As a thrill swept through her, burning her
toes in their velvet shoes. As the breath froze like Galway frost
in her lungs.

Johnny! How she’d forgotten the effect of
him. Those stunning green eyes that pierced her like swords, making
a private mockery of his deportment. Was there ever anything so
green in all the world? And the black hair that swept back off his
wide forehead in fashionable submission. She’d forgotten the charm
of those wild locks falling onto his forehead when the young
hooligan had refused to cut his hair. A rush of memories warmed her
like mother’s milk. It was as if the room around her disappeared,
and she was once again standing by the banks of the river Liffey,
her lips burning, her breath like fire, staring up at him in a haze
of wonder.

But how he’d changed! He was older, more
serene and cultured, more devastatingly handsome than any man had a
right to be. Gone was any trace of the ruffian who’d roamed the
streets of Dublin in bare feet and beaten a band of five boys
single-handedly for a crust of bread.

But those lips were the same. Full, sensual,
defined in a way that drew her attention, made her remember all too
vividly the feel of them on her own. Oh, how difficult it was not
to throw herself into his arms!

Or to give his head a good cuff. The nerve of
him, testing her reflexes in so public a way!

But her flash of temper was short-lived. This
was Johnny! She glanced at Roger Helmsley, who suddenly seemed a
pale imitation of masculinity, a faded painting without character
or life.

The conversation flowed over her like a
river. She was drowning in sensation, so the words she heard seemed
like echoes of some other world. She was aware of Lord Stanley
prompting his visitor. “It’s my fond expectation that you shall be
a credit to your father’s views. We’ve need of new blood in the
battle we wage.”

And Johnny, so charming, so smooth and
polished in his gallantry, bowing at just the proper angle. “I
should be charmed to discuss the subject further, my lord. At your
convenience, of course.”

But nothing registered. All she could think
was, Johnny’s here at last! After all these years ... After
so many years that finally, late at night, she could no longer
recall the exact features of his face. So many years that his
voice, his very essence, had become as vague and hard to hold as
mist on the bogs. Her heart drummed in her ears, muting the ebb and
flow of words.

Too soon, he was leaving. He took her hand.
She started as she felt the crisp folds of paper in her palm.
Instinct impelled her to clasp the note and hide it in her skirt.
But as the men walked the visitor to the door, she found she
couldn’t wait. She turned her back and hastily read the scrawled
words. “Meet me in the mews when all is quiet.”

* * *

She paced the floor of her room, waiting
impatiently for the sounds of nighttime activity to finally cease.
It seemed an eternity, as the servants roamed the floors with
hushed gravity, dousing gaslamps, banking fires, checking the locks
on the doors. Just when she thought all had settled, she opened her
bedroom door to see Emma carrying a tray with a glass of hot milk
and brandy into Lord Stanley’s room. She ticked off the minutes in
her mind. Fifteen minutes for him to drink the concoction while he
read Dickens in bed. Another ten for his eyelids to feel heavy and
for him to put the book aside. Another quarter hour for him to
settle back in the starched pillows and fall asleep.

She couldn’t bear it. Abandoning her plan to
sneak out the back door, she instead went to her side window and
raised it high. The spring night was chill, but she barely noticed.
Hooking her leg over the sill as she had many times before, she
climbed down the lattice she’d had installed for that very
purpose.

She was at the side of the house. She would
have run to the mews, but a footfall gave her pause. Ahead, in the
square, a constable walked his beat, swinging his lantern as he
began to whistle a vague tune. He bent to brush a bit of dirt from
his boot. Mylene backed against the wall. The lamplight was angled
her way. One glance in her direction and she’d be discovered.

The policeman stood and straightened his
jacket. Then, with a glance about that caused Mylene’s breath to
catch in her throat, he twirled his nightstick and continued on his
way.

As soon as he was gone, she flew on silent
feet to the mews behind the house. This was an alleyway where
deliveries were made and the horses were stabled.

Away from the gaslamps, there wasn’t enough
light to see her hand in front of her face
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