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			For the eldest daughters, who work so hard and do so much. I see you. I am you.
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			London: July, 1863

			The wind was relentless. It ripped at her once-neat coiffure, whipping strands of black hair against her face, the sting bringing tears to her eyes. It was the most frigid of welcomes.

			Ana María wrapped her cloak tighter about her shoulders, burying her chin and cheeks in the warmth of the high collar. She glanced first one way and then the other, her eyes straining to see something—someone—who clearly wasn’t there. Where was he?

			“Qué feo,” Gabriela—Gabby—muttered, her blue-tinged lips curling as she surveyed the neighborhood surrounding the docks. “Isn’t England supposed to be green? I didn’t expect London to be quite so . . . so gray.”

			Neither had she. Ana María sighed as she took in the coal-choked fog that clung to the docks like the arms of an illicit lover, doing its best to mask the filth and grime of the city. Yet the somber reality of their new home was apparent. The narrow buildings lining the wharf were worn and dilapidated, their brick facades stained gray by generations of coal dust. From her vantage point, she could make out piles of debris and refuse that littered the cobblestoned street, her stomach turning when she spied rats darting among the rubbish, fighting for scraps. Ana María ducked her head at the near constant stream of seagulls swooping down from above, their squawking grating her nerves like an out-of-tune pianoforte.

			Discreetly shielding her nose with her hand, she inhaled the crisp leather scent of her gloves, thankful it smothered the acrid stench that wafted about her, a foul blend of the sea and human misery.

			“Surely we’ll encounter more green the farther we venture into the city,” she murmured, ignoring her youngest sister’s sniff of disbelief.

			Of the three Luna sisters, Gabby was taking their exile the hardest, her lavish complaints annoying even Ana María’s stalwart disposition. And Our Lady of Guadalupe knew there were no more difficult people than her sisters.

			“Where do you think Tío Arturo is?”

			Ana María struggled to keep the frown off her lips. “I don’t know.”

			“Rather rude of him, isn’t it?” Gabby peered around Ana María, her pretty features darkening. “It’s not like our ship was delayed by a storm and we were pushed off course. The ship docked on the stated date, at the stated time printed on our tickets. He should be here.”

			He absolutely should have been, and Ana María sympathized with her sister’s frustration. Two months at sea—first in a small skiff that delivered them from Veracruz in the black of night, then in a packet ship that stopped at Santo Domingo, followed by the very freighter they had just disembarked—had tested all of their resilience. Having been raised in wealth and relative ease, the sisters had struggled to share one small cabin, their sleep often interrupted by cries of alarm when the ship lurched and wobbled on the waves. Packed away were their extravagant day dresses and ball gowns, replaced by unassuming gray and brown calico and wool skirts. While unattractive, the simple dresses had kept them warm the farther the ship sailed north into the Atlantic.

			But more so than trading in their affluence for anonymity, it was the forced proximity that had proved the most trying for the sisters. For they were not close. Constantly competing for scraps of affection and attention from their father had made them more antagonists than bosom friends, and the long journey had done little to soften the edges of their animosity for one another.

			That their uncle was late to collect them after such an arduous journey was a sour conclusion instead of a promising beginning.

			Biting back a sigh, Ana María laid a hand on Gabby’s arm. “He should be here, but he’s not. So I’m going to speak with the captain about hiring a carriage or hansom to deliver us to him instead.”

			“That’s a good idea.” Gabby tilted her head. “Would you like me to go with you?”

			“No,” she blurted, pressing her lips together as her sister narrowed her eyes. “I would rather you stay with Isabel. You know how taxing the voyage was on her.”

			They turned in tandem to where their sister sat among the stacks of their luggage, a book spread open in her lap. Her normally rich golden skin was drawn, and dark circles made her brown eyes appear sunken and hollow. The lurch and roll of the sea had caused Isabel to spend days on end huddled in their sparse cabin, sick and miserable, and they’d been shaken to see their poised sister so listless.

			“Even at her sickest, she wanted to read a book.” Snorting, Gabby shook her head. “I’ll never understand it.”

			“They’re her escape.”

			As the studious, bluestocking sister, Isabel had shown herself to be happy only when surrounded by the written word. She had insisted on bringing a satchel full of books with her on the voyage, something that had initially annoyed Ana María, for their quarters were tight. Yet Isabel’s collection had come to entertain them those long days at sea.

			And though she would never admit it, Ana María had long resented the refuge books granted Isabel. As the eldest, Ana María had been held to completely different edicts than either of her sisters.

			Ana María blinked such thoughts away. She had committed herself to leaving her old grudges—and unrelenting bitterness— on Mexico’s shores. This was her chance to truly know her sisters and improve their relationships despite the ways their father had worked to undermine them.

			“I suppose I’ll go wait with Isabel, then.” Gabby sighed. “Reading one of her books is better than pacing the dock.”

			Ana María watched as her temperamental sister plopped down on a trunk next to Isabel. Pivoting, she glanced up the road again, willing her uncle’s conveyance to rumble into view. She was not surprised when it did not happen.

			Nibbling on the inside of her cheek, Ana María darted her gaze about as she pondered what to do next. There were a few hansom cabs parked along the docks not far away, but she hesitated. She had a hastily scribbled address for their tío Arturo in her reticule, information she had stumbled upon quite by accident when she had been rifling through the post one sunny morning. Ana María had recorded the direction, determined she and her sisters would not be dependent upon their father to convey them to safety.

			It would appear she had been wise to do so.

			Lifting her chin, Ana María looked to and fro in search of the captain. The older gentleman had been polite to them throughout the voyage, often asking after their health and offering them a cordial greeting. Ana María hoped a bit of that courtesy would make him willing to assist her now.

			A gust of wind whipped off the sea then, and she fought back a shiver. A deep wave of homesickness engulfed her, and she blinked back tears. Ana María missed the warm sun on her skin, the taste of a tortilla fresh off the comal, the soft melodies her tía Susana coaxed from her guitarra on balmy summer nights. She ached for the feel of her mother’s fingers threading through her hair, her nails scouring her scalp and soothing her anxieties.

			Biting her lip, Ana María could admit now, with time and distance away from Mexico, that she even missed Fernando, her fiancé . . . or at least the aloof, efficient way he’d always seen to her welfare. Fernando would have secured a carriage for them by now, unwilling to let her and her sisters experience any discomfort.

			But he was not here, and she had to secure their safety and comfort on her own.

			Ana María paused to watch a group of sailors unloading cargo from the belly of the ship and carry it down the gangplank to be loaded onto wagons waiting nearby, the horses stomping their hooves in impatience. Perhaps the captain was among them—

			And that was when she heard it. Shouts. Voices raised in anger. Gabby’s incensed shriek. Her stomach sank like a steel anchor.

			Gathering up her skirts, Ana María ran back the way she’d come, panic nearly choking her. The thudding of her boots on the wooden planks could not drown out the thundering of her racing heart.

			They had escaped imminent danger when they’d fled Mexico City in the dead of night, with only the moonlight to illuminate their path, their gowns and corsets weighted with family treasures their maids had carefully stitched into the linings. But that fear could not compare to the terror coursing through her veins at the thought of Isabel and Gabby being injured by some unknown assailant, and so very far from home.

			Gasping for breath in her too-tight corset, she finally saw them. Her sisters staring down a group of two—no, three— men. The fiends were attempting to flank them, but they didn’t know their would-be victims. Isabel and Gabby were brandishing their hatpins like they were teputzopilli, their faces twisted in outrage. As she drew closer, Ana María could make out some of what Gabby said.

			“I will stab you if you take one more step, pendejo,” she growled, the words vibrating around her clenched teeth.

			The man on her right, his grime-coated hand curled into a fist, inched closer. “You’re a feisty kitten, aren’t you, love?” His chuckle was a grating sound. “But do you know what we do to kittens who get in the way?”

			Not waiting for a response, the man in the middle lurched forward and swiped his hand to knock Isabel’s pin away. But her sister was fast, and Isabel jabbed the fiend in the fleshy part of his forearm, dashing back with large eyes as the man howled in pain. The other man darted at Isabel, his hand raised as if to strike her.

			“No!” The shout burst from Ana María as she sprinted toward them, reaching to pluck her own hatpin free as she did.

			The cutthroats spun about, their expressions morphing from amusement to concern in the span of a moment. That was when Ana María noted the rapid footfalls pounding on the walk behind her. She whipped her head about over her shoulder, her mouth gaping when two burly men, who looked like they had just left a pugilist ring, barreled past her, their stern attentions fixed on the villains attacking her sisters. Before Ana María had even processed what was happening, one cutthroat was in the water, struggling to swim back to shore, while the other two had scampered away like the vermin they were.

			“Are you hurt?” Ana María demanded when she reached Isabel, inspecting her hands for injuries.

			“I’m fine,” Isabel murmured, squeezing her fingers before stepping away.

			Ana María blinked, a bit startled by her sister’s composure. Mindful Isabel would not take kindly to her hovering, she pivoted to Gabby, who was in conversation with one of their rescuers. Only now that the adrenaline of the moment had begun to fade did Ana María realize the men wore the crisply tailored livery of footmen.

			She approached, offering them a smile of gratitude. “I can’t thank you both enough for your assistance.” Ana María swept her gaze to include the other man, who hovered behind.

			“It was nothing, miss.” The man dipped his head. “I was just telling Miss Gabriela that we will get your trunks loaded up in the carriage and you don’t have to worry about those wretches returning.”

			A frown puckered her brow. “What carriage?”

			“Right there, miss.” He jerked with his chin at a spot behind her. “Your uncle, Mr. Valdés, awaits you.”

			Ana María whirled about, her gaze landing on a sleek black carriage sitting at the end of the dock.

			“Do you think it’s really him?” Gabby whispered, moving closer to her side.

			She didn’t have a reason to doubt the footman’s word, as he had saved them from whatever fate those thieves had planned for them. Yet cautiousness made her hesitate.

			“Let’s walk over together and determine whether it’s truly him,” Isabel suggested from her opposite side.

			Ana María pressed her lips together when she saw how Isabel gripped her hatpin tighter. “Yes, let’s.”

			Silent and somber, the sisters walked side by side in the direction of the carriage, their steps a metronome that harmonized with her heartbeat. When they were almost upon the conveyance, the door swung open and a figure appeared in the doorway. He was thin but fit, his black hair peppered liberally with gray. Grooves in his tawny complexion bracketed his mouth, and liberal lines branched from the corners of his eyes. And those eyes . . . they were their mother’s. A striated greenish brown that Ana María had always thought the loveliest eye color imaginable.

			“Tío Arturo?” she whispered.

			His weathered face crinkled into a dashing smile. Ana María liked him immediately.

			“Mis sobrinas hermosas! I apologize for my tardiness but am very happy to finally meet you.”

			Without hesitation, their uncle grasped first Gabby, and then Isabel, by the hands, kissing their cheeks while they exchanged introductions.

			“And you must be Ana María,” he murmured as he turned to her, his warm hands enfolding hers. “Your sister Gabriela is the spitting image of your mother as a girl, but you have her spirit. Puedo ver a mi hermana en tus ojos.”

			Ana María thought she may have smiled, but she couldn’t be sure. All the air had been siphoned from her lungs, leaving a yawning emptiness inside of her. She adored her mother, but was she truly like her? Always acquiescing? Always striving to make others happy at the expense of her own happiness? Always enduring heartbr—

			“Let us leave this foul place,” Tío Arturo said, sweeping his hand toward the door of the conveyance.

			The footmen had stored their belongings, and there was no reason to stay. Climbing into the carriage, Ana María settled next to Isabel and pondered their new life in London—her new life. It was poised to begin and she was happy for it.

			Truly she was. And yet the past still cleaved to her, and her happiness was like the fog that floated above the waves; eventually it would burn away and reveal the turbulent, murky depths beneath.

			Sometime later, Ana María sat nestled between her sisters on a sofa in a home that she quickly realized was not her tío Arturo’s. An older woman greeted them upon their arrival, politely offering them tea with a big smile and a critical gaze. She was lovely, with graying curls and cornflower-blue eyes framed by long, dark lashes. The exquisite cut of her gown, the delicate Spanish lace that lined her bodice, and the tasteful elegance of her home were a testament to her wealth. The tilted angle of her jaw spoke of good breeding.

			Who was she, and why had their uncle brought them here instead of to his own home?

			As if understanding their confusion, Tío Arturo placed his teacup down on the walnut-wood table at his elbow and gestured to the woman, where she sat in an upholstered Morris chair next to him. “I’m sure you have many questions, but first allow me to introduce the Viscountess Yardley. Her ladyship’s late husband was a friend of mine, and she has agreed to be your guardian during your time in London.”

			An uncomfortable silence rang loudly in the room. Surprisingly, it was Isabel to break it. “Our guardian? Will we . . . not be staying with you?”

			“You will not.” Tío Arturo drummed his fingers on the armrest as he considered them. “Out of an abundance of caution, we’ve decided to not reveal your identities as my nieces. We hope to conceal your close connection to the Juárez government.”

			Ana María frowned and looked to her sisters, who appeared just as baffled.

			“In addition,” Tío Arturo said, “we thought it would be more proper for you to be chaperoned by a well-respected member of society who could vouch for your wealth and consequence, and Lady Yardley is all that is respectable.”

			“So . . . who will the public believe us to be?” Gabby asked, her brow pulled low.

			“You three will be wealthy Mexican ladies seeking refuge from the French occupation. There will be no reason for anyone to investigate your background . . . unless you plan to marry an English gentleman, I suppose.”

			Ana María exchanged a glance with her sisters, but Gabby’s loud snort adequately summed up their collective feelings about that.

			Their uncle flourished a hand. “Your parents appealed to me, as Mexican ambassador, for assistance, and in turn I asked Lady Yardley to sponsor you. Because she is gracious and kind, she agreed.”

			The viscountess nodded in agreement.

			Tío Arturo continued, “Since I will not always be available to accompany you to social events, her ladyship will guide you through your stay in London and will ensure your time here is used wisely.”

			Ana María quirked her head. “ ‘Used wisely’? What do you mean?”

			Her uncle and the viscountess exchanged a look, but before she could ponder it, Tío Arturo spoke again.

			“Did your father explain what he expected of you during your time here?”

			“He expected us to eschew public gatherings. He said not to interfere with your work.” Darting her gaze first at one sister and then the other, Ana María finally said, “And he reminded us that our every action, no matter how inconsequential, reflected on the Luna name.”

			Repeating her father’s command brought her back to that moment of goodbye two months prior, when advancing Conservative and French troops forced Ana María from her mother and the only place she’d ever called home.

			“Your tío Arturo will have a carriage waiting for you all when you arrive in London. See that you don’t give him any problems.”

			“Of course, Papá,” she’d whispered, dropping her gaze. In the stillness of the empty streets outside of Mexico City, her voice seemed to carry.

			Her father gripped her arm. “I don’t have to remind you of the very important load you carry.”

			The weight of that load had made it hard to breathe.

			“Although your tío is an important man, especially now as he tries to convince England to side with Mexico in this war with the French, I expect you and your sisters to live quietly. No balls or social events. No drawing attention to yourselves. This is not a grand holiday.” His dark eyes narrowed. “Do you understand?”

			She’d swallowed. “I do, Papá.”

			“And do not think that because you’re off on the other side of the Atlantic that you need not honor your engagement to Señor Ramírez.”

			Ana María had the good sense to gasp, truly scandalized her father thought her capable of being unfaithful to the commitment she had made to Fernando. Or . . . rather one her father had made for her.

			“Good.” He’d taken a step back, smoothing his large palms over his simple black coat. Even in his nondescript attire, her father still managed to intimidate. “Have a safe voyage, then, daughter.”

			Ana María pressed her lips into a firm line as he turned to speak with Isabel and then Gabby. Even the dim lighting could not hide their strained expressions, although Isabel was much more adept at hiding her contempt. She could imagine his threats to them were the same as the ones he’d uttered to her. After twenty-four years as the eldest daughter of Señor Elías Luna Cuate, Ana María knew better than to expect love and affection to fall from his lips, even in farewell.

			That she still craved such declarations had made her bite the inside of her cheek until she tasted copper on her tongue.

			Abruptly, Ana María was exhausted. They’d barely arrived in London, and yet the stress of their escape, of their uncertain future in England yawning before them, felt crushing.

			Knitting her hands together in her lap, Ana María sucked a greedy breath into her lungs. She had long learned not to voice her discomfort. She dared not speak a word of her heartache at leaving her home or her mother, for no one cared. It didn’t matter that their father had secured their escape from the country, not out of love or concern for their safety, but to protect his daughters in their capacity as broodmares he could marry off to secure political alliances.

			“His letter to me said as much.” Tío Arturo rose to his feet and prowled around his chair, gripping the seat back as he studied them. “However, having you three here will make my work easier, I believe.”

			“How so?” Gabby voiced for them all.

			“What I mean is that I now have three lovely, wealthy, intelligent heiresses to serve as goodwill ambassadors for Mexico.”

			Ana María’s thoughts froze even as sweat trickled down her spine. “You want us to . . . to be goodwill ambassadors? How would we do that when we’re supposed to be discreet?”

			“Very simply put, you won’t be.”

			The sisters gasped in unison.

			For the first time since her greeting, it was Lady Yardley who interjected, her voice soothing. “What your uncle means is that you will accompany me to social events throughout the season. Balls, operas, boat races, garden parties, and all number of activities. Using what I am sure is your natural wit and charisma, Mr. Valdés hopes you will bolster the image of the Mexican people and show the British public that the French occupation is hurting citizens, like the three of you.”

			“And we’ll do that by attending the opera?” Isabel asked, with a hard tone.

			“Yes.” Tío Arturo pounded his fist against his palm. “You will dress in your finest gowns, and you will laugh and charm every lady and gentleman you meet so the next time they read about how Napoleon the Third has claimed authority over the supposed Second Mexican Empire, the British public will remember the lovely Mexican heiresses they’ve come to know because they’ve cruelly been pushed from their home by the French.”

			“Public perception is everything,” Lady Yardley added with a decisive nod.

			“B-but,” Ana María breathed, her heart racing with panic, “our father will not approve.”

			“He will not . . . but then he’s not here, now is he?”

			Had anyone ever suggested anything so blasphemous? It was almost as if Tío Arturo had claimed the Last Supper had not happened or that Juan Diego lied about la Virgen de Guadalupe visiting him. For Ana María to willfully disobey her father was the most foreign concept she could imagine. Just the idea of going against his strictly stated orders made her stomach flip.

			After a lifetime of deference, the idea she could live free of the puppet strings she had come to recognize as her own was a freedom she could not fathom . . . but was desperate—so very desperate—to taste.

			Their parents had fled to El Paso del Norte with the rest of Presidente Juárez’s cabinet, and the sisters had been warned that correspondence would be limited out of a need for secrecy and security. So would their parents be privy to all the details of the girls’ lives here, especially if Tío Arturo did not disclose them? And the longer the war continued, the lengthier their exile in England stretched before them into the unknown future. The fortune they had carried—the one they had already surrendered into their uncle’s safekeeping—would ensure their lives would be comfortable ones. But if they could assist their uncle in his diplomatic efforts now, perhaps their time on English soil would be a finite thing.

			Tío Arturo wasn’t asking for their help for ambitious reasons; he truly believed they could help Mexico, even in this small way. And perhaps by helping her countrymen, Ana María could learn a bit about herself while she did it.

			Sliding her gaze to first Isabel and then Gabby, she glimpsed in their eyes the same longing, the same hope that was sparking like a newly lit candle in her chest. This proposal their uncle was presenting might be their only chance to experience life on their own terms.

			Setting her teacup on the table in front of her, Ana María lifted her chin as she met Tío Arturo’s gaze. “When is our first outing?”
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			Gideon stepped out onto the cobblestone street just as the lamplighter was walking by, intent on igniting the lights up and down the street. Donning his top hat, he tucked his satchel under his arm and made his way to his rooms at Archer House.

			Every step felt heavy. He was supposed to have left his office at Westminster more than an hour earlier, but had been inconveniently detained by a committee member inquiring about a bit of language Gideon had added to the proposal they were considering. Now he was running late for his evening engagement.

			Not that said engagement was particularly interesting, but Gideon had long since learned that politics was more about networking and forging alliances than it was about the actual governing that politicians were elected to do. It had been a frustrating realization during his first year in Parliament, but Gideon was nothing if not driven, and quickly adapted to this environment where appearances were everything.

			And appearing at Lord and Lady Montrose’s ball was imperative. The marquess and marchioness hosted a ball every summer while Parliament was in session, and all matters of business were conducted over food, dancing, and card playing. This ball was only the second Gideon had been invited to, his first two years in Parliament seeing him snubbed an invitation. But through hard work and a tenacious drive, he had risen through the ranks of party leadership to chair his own committee, and he was not about to cede the small measure of power he’d earned by missing out on the biggest social event of the season thus far.

			He arrived at Archer House several minutes later, hustling up the staircase to his set of rooms with only a brief wave to his proprietress. His pulse settled—somewhat—when he spied his evening clothes neatly pressed and draped across his bed. He’d left a note asking Mrs. Jones, his housekeeper, to see to the task. And while he had employed the older woman for the last year and had never had a complaint about her work, Gideon could not help but brace for disappointment, for life had taught him such an emotion was always waiting to be experienced.

			Sinking into a chair at the narrow table that doubled as his desk, he pulled out a stack of papers from his satchel and tucked into the beef stew Mrs. Jones left for him. It was still a bit warm, not that Gideon cared much, his thoughts focused on the document in his hand. It was the latest report from the Royal Navy’s West Africa Squadron, listing their newest slave ship seizures. When he reached the end, he poured all his frustrations into crumpling the paper into a tight ball and hurling it across the room into the rubbish bin.

			Pinching the bridge of his nose, Gideon inhaled deeply until his chest heaved with the effort, expelling his breath along with his feelings of helplessness and impatience. With an effort born of years of suppressing his bitterness, he considered the Montrose ball and who would likely be in attendance. He cataloged in his mind whom he needed to speak with and with whom he could possibly enjoy a snifter of brandy without recriminations.

			Not a half hour later, Gideon sat in a hackney as it rumbled over the divots and holes in the street on the way to Mayfair. Archer House was closer to Westminster than South Audley Street, but he’d become well versed in navigating both worlds. His ambition required such proficiency.

			After he paid his fare, Gideon allowed himself a moment to simply study the stately Montrose House, ablaze with gaslight. Through the towering Palladian window, he caught glimpses of footmen weaving through the richly dressed guests, their trays piled with beverages and hors d’oeuvres. The sight made his stomach twist. Just two generations ago, his family were the ones in service—servitude—and now here he stood, in his fine black tailcoat, his shoes polished until they reflected his image. But unlike his ancestors, when he climbed those front steps, he would be welcomed as a guest.

			Resisting the urge to fiddle with his cravat, Gideon paced down the walk, tipping his head back to stare at the sky. The stars were obscured by a cloying haze, but just knowing they were there was calming. His grandmother had looked up at the same sky when she had stolen aboard a freighter departing Charleston for London. If she could endure that awful voyage, he could certainly endure a grand ton ball.

			“What are you doing skulking around out here, Fox?”

			Dropping his head, Gideon took in Sebastian Brooks, the Duke of Whitfield. The man was just a year or two older than Gideon’s eight and twenty years, and they had fallen into an easy friendship for all that they were different. Whitfield, the urbane, witty, arrogant duke who commanded attention wherever he went and couldn’t bother to vote his seat; and Gideon, an upstart who strived for power and wanted still more to create change for others. But Gideon appreciated the other man’s bluntness, and the advice he’d provided as Gideon ventured into high society had proven invaluable.

			Skulk, indeed.

			“I was simply enjoying a bit of fresh air before I plunged into the fray,” he drawled, shaking the man’s offered hand.

			Whitfield snorted. “It does get deuced hot during these things.”

			“That’s putting it mildly.”

			The duke fixed his shrewd blue eyes on him for a moment, and Gideon arched a brow. Whitfield’s inspections had unnerved him when they’d first become friendly, but he’d since become used to them. Usually the duke would keep whatever observations he’d gathered about Gideon to himself, but on the rare occasions he deigned to share his thoughts, Gideon was often struck by Whitfield’s insight.

			“There’s something else there, though, isn’t there? Do they still make you feel like an outsider?”

			A lump lodged in his throat, and it felt like an eternity for Gideon to work it free. Had his unease in these social situations been so apparent? And if Whitfield noticed, did others as well?

			Was he treated as an outsider because he believed himself to be one?

			Now was not the time for such introspection. Brushing past him, Gideon prowled up the steps, tossing out, “Don’t be ridiculous,” over his shoulder.

			After they had surrendered their hats and coats to the butler, Whitfield was almost immediately pulled away into a discussion. Gideon was not surprised. Everyone wanted the attention of the young duke, and he knew they would find a way back into each other’s company at some point during the night.

			Gideon paused just outside the entrance to the ballroom. Despite his response to Whitfield, he was treated like an outsider. Oh, he knew he was respected to a degree and had begun to receive invitations to attend all manner of social events. But those things couldn’t erase the stares. The whispers about his tawny-colored skin and dark eyes. About his imposing height. His childhood in Whitechapel. He may be a member of Parliament, but to many, he was still a grasping outsider.

			But while Gideon may have had a humble start in life, his role models had been fierce. Determined. His grandmother’s memory would never let him forget it.

			“Are you ready to face the firing squad?” Whitfield murmured as he came to stand at his side.

			“As ready as I ever am for these blasted things,” he said, biting back a sigh.

			It was a crush. Of course it was. Lord and Lady Montrose were well-liked, influential members of society, and invitations to their events were coveted. Gideon tried to remember that when stiff smiles were directed at him, the owners’ gazes curious. Some critical.

			A nine-piece orchestra serenaded the guests, the notes bouncing off the high coffered ceilings. Women in gowns of every color twirled about the parquet dance floor in their partners’ arms, observed by guests seated at tables and lined up along the perimeter, and up and down the sweeping staircase. Gideon pressed his lips together to smother his amusement when he spied several women trying to maneuver their large crinoline-lined skirts through the packed crowd. He knew little of women’s fashion, but such silhouettes seemed like a cumbersome trend to him.

			“Your grace, Fox, it was good of you to come.”

			Gideon pivoted, a polite smile sliding onto his face when his gaze landed on his host, Lord Montrose. The marquess’s return smile was cordial.

			“I was told this was the place to be, so I am happy to have been invited.”

			The men made idle chatter about the festivities, before Whitfield was waylaid by a marchioness who asked to introduce him to her granddaughter. Her unmarried granddaughter. Gideon bit the inside of his cheek to contain his amusement at his friend’s resigned expression as the older woman led him away.

			Montrose took a sip of his champagne, his eyes dancing over the guests who milled about. “Did you read the latest report from the Royal Navy squadron?”

			He slid his gaze to look at the marquess askance. How had he not known Montrose received squadron reports? He’d specifically set his secretary to the task of discovering who else in Parliament had shown an interest in the squadron’s operations, and the marquess’s name was never mentioned.

			His palms were abruptly clammy. “I did. I confess to being frustrated so many ships were spotted.”

			“I, too. I had imagined that with the war in the States, the slave traders would have slowed their horrific activities, but I understand there’s still much demand in Brazil and Cuba.”

			“Sadly, there is. Plus, I can imagine the Confederacy is always in need of soldiers.”

			Gideon enunciated the word Confederacy with so much disdain, he almost winced.

			Lord Montrose appeared nonplussed, merely cocking his head. “I understand you’re working on a proposal to pressure these foreign governments to cease their support of this inhumane practice.”

			“I am.” Gideon licked his suddenly dry lips, his pulse thundering in his ears. “If I accomplish anything during my time as an MP, let it be the absolute abolishment of the slave trade across the world.”

			“And that would be a legacy worth leaving.” The marquess swiped a champagne flute from a passing footman and handed it to Gideon. Clicking their glasses together he said, “Let us deliver such a condemnation together.”

			Elation . . . hope . . . robbed him of breath. It was more than he would have thought possible. To have an influential, well-connected member of Lords as an ally in this mission was an answer to his prayers. With Montrose adding his support to the cause, suddenly the idea of delivering a death blow to the transatlantic slave trade seemed possible.

			Gideon dipped his head, smothering the first real smile he’d felt in . . . forever. “I would be honored to work on such a worthy cause with you, my lord.”

			He and Lord Montrose discussed the issue for several more minutes, and after agreeing to let their secretaries decide upon a meeting time, the marquess excused himself to see to his guests. Gideon did his best to hide his good mood, but it was hard not to gloat at the prospect of securing such a powerful ally.

			“Christ, did Montrose offer you one of his daughters to take as a wife?”

			Rolling his eyes, Gideon didn’t bother to look at Whitfield, who had reappeared out of the crowd next to him. “You’re uttering all manner of ridiculous things this night.”

			The duke chuffed. “I insist you give me my due, sirrah. I’m certain that at least eighty percent of the words that fall from my lips on any given day are ridiculous. I don’t save my antics for you alone.”

			“I certainly hope you didn’t subject the Marchioness of Everard’s granddaughter to said antics.”

			“Rest assured that I was all that is charming and ducal.” Whitfield took a sip of his drink, the amber liquid hinting at something stronger than Gideon’s own champagne. “Because I confess that I do enjoy subjecting you to that eighty percent.”

			“Why am I so lucky?”

			Whitfield shrugged. “I’d wager it’s because you’re one of the only people I’ve met who doesn’t find my antics amusing.”

			Gideon had sensed that about his friend. Whitfield enjoyed being challenged, relished a lively debate, and yet so few people dared contradict a duke.

			“You have a very dispassionate personality,” Whitfield continued, swishing the liquid about his glass as he surveyed the room, ignoring the people who tried to snag his attention, mostly marriage-minded mamas as best as Gideon could gather. “And I am determined to crack it. I live for the day you laugh so hard you shoot water from your nose.”

			“Well, you will die a disappointed man,” Gideon said, a smile in his words if not on his face.

			“Oh, most assuredly.”

			Frowning, Gideon swung his head to his friend, but before he could question his words, Whitfield whistled under his breath.

			“That must be one of them.”

			Gideon shook his head. “One of whom?”

			Whitfield jerked his head to a spot across the room. “The heiresses.”

			“The . . . what?”

			The duke snorted. “The sisters from Mexico. Apparently, the Mexican ambassador is sponsoring them. Word is they fled the conflict with France with their fortune.”

			He was aware of the French occupation of Mexico but hadn’t given it more than a passing thought. Not when he was concerned with his own directives within Parliament and the Civil War in the States.

			Curious, Gideon turned to consider one of the women Whitfield had identified. She was young, not long out of the schoolroom, he imagined. With her rich mahogany hair and enticing hazel eyes she was undoubtedly pretty, a fact emphasized by the group of fawning young men who surrounded her. He watched her, waiting for her to smile, but she never did.

			“She’s quite the lovely bird,” Whitfield murmured, his deep tone containing a note of interest.

			Gideon shot him a glare. “That’s no way to speak of a lady.”

			“Touché,” the duke agreed, his gaze steady on the young woman in the green gown. “But then I’m certain she’s well aware of her loveliness.”

			To argue the assertion would have been foolish. The lady in question did indeed appear aware of her charms, the slight curl of her pink lips as she listened to the swains about her a contradiction to the hard glint in her eyes. Gideon felt certain that this was not the first, and would not be the last, time she’d entertained a court of admirers.

			“I believe I will request an introduction, if only to learn her name.” Whitfield winked at him before he slipped into the crowd, his broad body making its way to the heiress holding court across the room.

			Stifling a sigh of resignation, Gideon skirted the edge of the group, watching with amusement as Whitfield sidled to the young woman’s side, dipping his head to whisper in her ear. It was apparent he hadn’t bothered to ask for an introduction and seen to the task himself, a faux pas only a duke could be forgiven of.

			Leaning on a column, Gideon sipped idly on his champagne for a time, taking in the festivities around him yet ignoring most of it. His gaze skipped over many MPs and lords he should speak to, if only to be courteous, but for the moment Gideon was content to just observe. Socializing would come again, soon enough.

			All pretenses of aloofness dissipated when an effervescent laugh had him turning his head, seeking out the source before he knew what he was about.

			Gideon’s skittering gaze landed on her with the force of a cannon blast. She was flanked by guests, like a sun in the center of the universe.

			She was dressed in magenta, the fabric embroidered with exotic flowers in gold thread, blossoms he suspected flourished in her homeland. The brilliant color set off her luminous tan skin and accentuated her every enticing curve. Brindled brown eyes twinkled in amusement as she listened to the chattering man next to her, her body turned toward him as if she were genuinely interested in what he had to say. But Gideon knew the man who stood next to her, Stephen Avery, a fellow MP, was an empty-headed fool. Given how the lady smiled at him, perhaps she was just as foolish.

			The thought disappointed him to a confusing degree.

			“Miss Luna, your gown is so unique. I’ve never seen a color quite like it before.”

			A break in the music brought the feminine voice to him, and even Gideon could dissect the mocking implication of the woman’s words. Stepping to the side, his gaze fell on the speaker. Lady Emily Hargrove flicked her fan about, her guinea-colored hair framing her pretty face, even as her mouth twisted into a serpentine grin.

			Gideon walked several paces to his right until he could see Miss Luna’s face unobstructed. A warmth traveled over his skin as he took her in. She was obviously one of the Mexican sisters Whitfield spoke of, and for a reason he couldn’t pinpoint, Gideon found her more arresting than her prettier sister. Maybe it was her easy smile? There were no hard edges to it. He took a sip of his now tepid champagne, bracing himself for her response.

			“Thank you, Lady Emily.” She grasped her voluminous skirts with both hands, and showcased the craftsmanship for her admirers. “Mexico is a colorful, vibrant place, and this color reminded me of home.”

			Her lips were tight for a moment, perhaps a bit wistful, but they tipped up again in an instant.

			Miss Luna tilted her head to the side as she considered the marquess’s daughter. “I know not everyone is partial to bold colors, and not everyone looks good in them, for they can be overpowering, but I fancy this magenta fit the happiness I felt being here.”

			Several of her gentlemen admirers quickly offered compliments, and Gideon rolled his eyes.

			“My French modiste has assured me that delicate colors, like this green”—Lady Emily ran a hand down the beaded bodice of her gown—“are all the rage in Paris. And everyone knows Paris is the leader in fashion.”

			“Parisians are very stylish.” Miss Luna’s expression was open and amiable. “The dressmaker who created this lovely gown lived in Paris for many years. Her late husband was a diplomat, and when he died, he left her a sizable portion, which she used to open her own dress shop in Mexico City.”

			“She went into service?” Lady Emily sputtered, pressing a hand to her chest.

			Miss Luna’s brows knit together. “I’ve never considered what Señora García did a service, but I suppose you could say it was.”

			“What did you consider it, then?” Avery asked.

			“Artistry.” Running her black-lace gloves along the intricate stitching that graced the front panel of her gown, Miss Luna smiled. “Some artists coax beautiful notes from piano keys and violin strings, while others combine oils and canvas and produce vivid scenes that rob us of breath. Señora García takes fabric and thread, and creates masterpieces that are worn for the whole world to see.”

			Gideon’s breath hitched in his throat. What an intriguing way to think of fashion, as art and beauty. He wasn’t sure he agreed, remembering how ungainly the wide crinoline skirts appeared to be.

			Still, he moved a step closer to the group as if an invisible string reeled him in.

			“So she has Paris to thank for her creativity and style.” Lady Emily’s laugh was sharp.

			“Or perhaps living in Paris, surrounded by the fashion and art, was her muse.” Miss Luna fixed her gaze on the glass of lemonade in her hand. “I’ve always thought an artist could be inspired by all manner of things, but the desire to create was inherent.”

			She looked up, an unreadable expression on her face. “Do you suppose anything outside of Europe is incapable of beauty and culture and art? That only British history, European history, is worth knowing? As if the greatness of the British Empire, the Spanish Empire . . . the Roman Empire . . . weren’t built on the backs of those they stole from. Those they pillaged from, all while they claimed to be civilizing the native people.”

			A scowl darkened Lady Emily’s face. “I’m sure everyone would agree that the British Empire’s influence has brought stability and civility to the world.”

			“If you define everyone as the British and those who directly benefit from their exploits, and stability as wealth and power, well, then I think you might be correct.”

			A small snort slipped from his nose before Gideon could dam it, and he thought it may have escaped notice until Miss Luna’s brown eyes collided with his, pinning him in place. Even across the distance, and people who stood between them, her scrutiny felt important, and he stood a bit taller. It was an alarming thought that he craved this woman’s approval, and a voice in the back of Gideon’s mind wondered why he cared.

			Her expression changed not one whit, but he glimpsed a glint of interest in her gaze.

			Lady Emily exited the group with her cluster of friends, leaving Miss Luna to hold court over her cast of sycophants, and Gideon debated whether he wanted to join their ranks. Watching her toss back her head to laugh at a comment, her white teeth flashing against the backdrop of her tan skin, made the muscles in his shoulders tense. Then she dipped her head to allow Avery to whisper in her ear, and it was like a douse of cold water to the face.

			Gideon’s political future stretched before him, and he had no intention of distracting himself from his goals and ambition for a laughing pair of brown eyes. If he were to court the attentions of a woman, she would have the impeccable connections needed to benefit his career, not be a young heiress who would be returning overseas to a future on foreign shores.

			With that uncomfortable truth in mind, Gideon offered Miss Luna a brief nod and disappeared back into the crowd, in search of a strong drink.
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			“Did she really have to bring the dog along?”

			Isabel uttered the words softly, in Spanish, and Ana María bumped her shoulder in commiseration. Lady Yardley’s Maltese was naturally exuberant, but as the landau navigated the afternoon crowds in the park, the animal’s incessant barks and yelps had quickly become tiring.

			“Oh, she’s not so bad,” Gabby answered, again in Spanish, as she reached out a hand and stroked Dove’s soft white fur. The dog submitted to her sister’s affection for a moment before turning to bark at a passing carriage.

			Ana María managed to stifle a laugh when Isabel grumbled under her breath.

			When Lady Yardley had suggested they take her landau for a ride around Hyde Park, they’d eagerly agreed to the proposition. The day had dawned with a cloudless sky, the warm sunshine heralding a pleasant outing.

			Yet Ana María was well aware the viscountess had suggested such an activity because she wanted to capitalize on their debut the night before at the Montrose ball, a showing she had called perfection.

			And their night had been a smashing success. They had socialized in Mexico, but always under their father’s watchful eye, and the fear of error had made the events more stressful than enjoyable. The same was not the case with the Montrose ball.

			Lady Yardley had been impressed with their wardrobes, and had happily riffled through their gowns, personally selecting their attire. Ana María had drawn courage from wearing her own dress, for although she was determined to start anew in London, the familiar reminder of home fortified her resolve.

			The majority of the people they met had been friendly and welcoming, although a few, Lady Emily and her ilk, had been less so. But Ana María was no stranger to the haughty, judgmental attitudes levied at her and her sisters. She was the daughter of Elías Luna Cuate after all, a man who had shrewdly worked his way from a poor village in Michoacán to a sweeping villa in the capital, with a peninsular for a wife and the ear of the presidente. Whispers, innuendos, and vile gossip had surrounded the Luna sisters like a toxic cloud since their first public appearance as schoolgirls, and such an early exposure had hardened Ana María’s spirit against frivolous attacks.

			What it hadn’t prepared her for was the sting that lanced her when the most captivating man she’d ever set eyes upon had simply acknowledged her with a nod before disappearing back into the crowd. Ana María had seen him approach, his expression placid but his obsidian eyes fervent as they considered her and her new group of friends. His dress attire had been austere, with no embellishments aside from a crisp white cravat tie, but she supposed such things would have been overshadowed by the harsh beauty of his face.

			He had appeared interested in their conversation but never joined it, content to watch from the fringe as she maneuvered around Lady Emily’s cutting jabs and fended off the overtures from swains more concerned with her dowry than any thought in her head. Ana María had thought this mystery man might be different . . . but then he’d left with barely a nod.

			His disinterest had stung.

			And why she should care about this man’s lack of attentiveness, Ana María knew not. She was in a new city, at complete liberty to reshape her persona . . . a persona that had garnered curiosity from engaging people and attractive men the night before. Yet the thought of that gentleman’s black eyes nagged her. She had never been found wanting, working hard to ensure she met—no, surpassed—all expectations her father set her to. And she could not manage to hold this man’s regard for longer than one conversation.

			A new worry emerged in the back of her mind, taking the inconvenient shape of her absent fiancé. Theirs was a political union brokered by her father, but Ana María respected Fernando, and her flirtatious behavior at the ball had not been respectful of the promise she’d made him. Although Tío Arturo had made no mention of her fiancé, Ana María couldn’t imagine he would agree with her behavior the night before.

			Despite this, thoughts of the dark-eyed gentleman continued to play through her mind, and guilt soured her stomach. And that feeling sparked her anger, for hadn’t she longed to leave behind the old constraints that had bound her? And guilt had long been a tool her father had used against her.

			Dove’s incessant yapping pulled her from her disappointed memories to the noisy present. A present that included Isabel’s glower of discontent and Gabby’s lighthearted laughs while she greeted new acquaintances as they rumbled past.

			Hyde Park was bustling with the elite and powerful this time of day, the walking paths burgeoning with the fashionable, and the riding paths a slow queue of carriages. Not that Lady Yardley seemed annoyed with the congestion, her merry waves and flirtatious smiles to riders who stopped to greet them making her intent apparent.

			So when she spoke, her gaze trained on the path before the landau, it took Ana María a moment to understand her words.

			“Remember to refrain from speaking Spanish.” Lady Yardley tipped her fan at a gentleman who rode by at a trot. “No one likes to be left out of the conversation.”

			Knotting her fingers together in her lap, Ana María’s chest tightened at the scold. Of course they should not be excluding Lady Yardley from their conversation, and embarrassment made her cringe.

			“And yet no one seems to mind when French is spoken. I heard plenty of people speak French last night,” Gabby pointed out, her black brows rising.

			“And German, too,” Isabel added.

			“I’m surprised you heard much of anything considering you spent the majority of the ball locked away in the library.” The viscountess leveled her sister with a gimlet stare.

			She bit back an inner groan. Ana María had, of course, noted Isabel’s absence in the ballroom last night, but would never have dreamt of embarrassing her with this knowledge. Isabel was shy and avoided social gatherings, and had often found ways to escape them, much to their father’s frustration.

			Lady Yardley obviously had no sisterly compunction to hold her tongue.

			Scarlet infused Isabel’s cheeks, and she looked away without a response.

			“And German is spoken because the prince consort is German,” Lady Yardley continued, flicking her fingers.

			“Well I’m Mexican and will speak Spanish when I feel like it,” Gabby pushed, turning in her seat next to the viscountess to face her directly.

			“Gabby, her ladyship has a point.” Ana María leaned forward to press a hand to her youngest sister’s arm. “She’s the only one in this carriage who doesn’t speak Spanish, and it’s rude of us to speak it when she cannot understand us.”

			Her sister pressed her lips together for a pregnant moment, holding Ana María’s stare. There was so much anger festering in her sister’s hazel eyes. So much bitterness. And although playing peacekeeper exhausted her, Ana María refused to allow Gabby to treat her as the enemy.

			Heaving a sigh, Gabby looked to Lady Yardley. “Please accept my apologies. That was rude of us.”

			The viscountess dipped her head, cuddling Dove close to her chest.

			“But,” Gabby continued, “while we’ve agreed to dance to this merry tune of Tío Arturo’s, I refuse to contort myself into an English rose simply to curry favor.”

			Ana María scowled. “No one’s asking us to be anything other than what we are.”

			“Are you certain of that?” Isabel murmured from her side, her mouth a firm slash.

			As Ana María debated what to say to appease her sisters, the viscountess suddenly yelped in alarm.

			“No! Dove, come back!”

			Ana María gasped as the white dog leapt from the landau, unconcerned with the traffic congesting Rotten Row and the carriage wheels and horse hooves that could maim her. Dove darted around every obstacle, each step punctuated by her high-pitched yips, and by the time Lady Yardley’s driver had managed to steer the landau to the side and out of the way of other conveyances, the dog was nowhere to be seen.

			“Oh no,” Lady Yardley wailed, her hand pressed to her mouth and her eyes quickly filling with tears. “I’ll never find her now.”

			Ana María immediately grasped Isabel’s hand. “I saw the direction she disappeared in, and between the two of us, we’ll find Dove, your ladyship.”

			Without giving her sister a chance to object, Ana María hauled her down the carriage steps.

			“What about me?” Gabby demanded
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