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            Chapter One

         
         Mrs. Angelique Breedlove stared at the little token—a sort of half unicorn, half lion—nestled in the man’s palm. The firelight
            nicked a glint off the signet ring gleaming around one of his long fingers.
         

         
         The kind of fingers poets and musicians are said to possess.

         
         And excellent lovers.

         
         Also, probably stranglers and pickpockets.

         
         For God’s sake. Fingers were just fingers. It was just that staring at the token was easier than looking into the man’s face.
            She still had vertigo from the last time she’d done it—thirty seconds ago.
         

         
         “I don’t know what he is, Mrs. Breedlove, but I don’t think I shall ever forget seeing him” was how their maid Dot had described the man when
            she’d admitted him to The Grand Palace on the Thames all of minutes ago.
         

         
         Normally Angelique and Delilah would meet with potential new guests in the reception room, but in the parlor across the foyer
            the party celebrating three marriages was still underway, and everyone was just drunk enough to think that a round of pianoforte
            and singing was a good idea. She turned her head and was treated to a view of the vast dark O of Mr. Delacorte’s wide-open
            mouth, through which a surprisingly decent, albeit loud, baritone poured. Everything Mr. Delacorte did lacked nuance.
         

         
         She’d warrant the man in front of her was all nuance.

         
         Suddenly the black-and-white marble foyer floor between her and the party and the parlor seemed like an ocean.

         
         She cleared her throat. “I’ll allow this token bears a close resemblance to half of the token Mrs. Hardy and I have in our
            possession here at The Grand Palace on the Thames, sir. Of course, I suppose it’s always possible you’ve murdered our mystery
            guest and stolen his half of the token, and then came straightaway to The Grand Palace on the Thames to take up our best room.”
         

         
         Well. That emerged a little more waspishly than she’d intended. Apparently her senses were overwhelmed and were mounting a
            defense.
         

         
         “Do I look as though I’m capable of such a thing?”

         
         He sounded as though he genuinely wanted to know.

         
         Angelique raised her eyes and found his expression oddly grave. His eyes were a crystalline green, like moss agate, or mist
            over a moor. It was as peculiarly difficult to hold his gaze as it was to hold a lit coal. It was far too . . . alive . . . and complicated. He aimed this gaze out over cheekbones that called to mind a pair of battle shields arrayed side by
            side. His mouth was a long, sensual curve. Not a classically beautiful face. It was something better, or perhaps worse: it
            was fascinating.
         

         
         She flicked her thoughts away from that notion the way she would flick her skirts away from an open flame.

         
         “Rather,” she said shortly. “But then, I suspect we all are, given the right circumstances,” she added. “Humans are capable
            of so many things.”
         

         
         “You begin to interest me, Mrs. . . .”

         
         She tipped her head pityingly. “Begin?”

         
         Was she flirting? Surely not. She would no sooner do that than blithely step out in front of a runaway barouche. In her life,
            the consequences would have been identical, at least metaphorically.
         

         
         But all at once she could feel the difference in the quality of his attention. As if someone had lit a candle in a pitch-black
            room.
         

         
         When he began to smile she redirected her gaze to a safer place, which turned out to be the flowers in the vase on the mantel,
            which were drooping as if they’d all been dosed with laudanum. She enjoyed a bracing dose of exasperation for Dot, whose job
            it was to make sure they were fresh.
         

         
         Where the devil was Dot?
         

         
         Ah, she could hear her now, as a rattle of teapot and cups on a tray approaching. It was a perilous journey for Dot every
            single time. Dot and gravity had an uneasy alliance.
         

         
         At last she appeared in the doorway.

         
         Thus began the slow, delicate journey to settling it on the table between the settees.

         
         The man watched this with apparent fascination.

         
         “I don’t believe you mentioned your name, Mr. . . .”

         
         “It’s Lord, I’m afraid.”

         
         “Oh, of course it is. Who but a lord would find it amusing to communicate through tokens.”

         
         “Necessary,” he corrected evenly, sounding as insufferable as that supercilious little man who’d appeared one night weeks
            ago with half of a token and paid them three guineas to hold a room for a mysterious stranger. “Necessary to communicate through
            tokens. My name is Lucien Durand. Viscount Bolt.”
         

         
         The tea tray crashed noisily into place.

         
         The perfidious Dot’s shoes were already clicking across the foyer at a run.

         
         Leaving Angelique alone with a madman.

         
         “I agree that humans are capable of nearly anything, given the right set of circumstances,” he said conversationally, as though
            he hadn’t just claimed to be someone the entire ton knew had been dead for a decade, and who, before that, had taxed the broadsheets’ ability to come up with hysterical adjectives.
            “Although murder certainly seems a good deal of effort to go through for an opportunity to stay here at the . . .”
         

         
         A faint puzzled frown settled between his eyes as he took in the pretty but well-worn settees facing each other before the
            fire, arrayed atop the thick but faded rug (frays artfully hidden beneath furniture legs); all of those in shades of rose,
            the hearth facade fashionable decades ago, the table with its nick out of one leg, also skillfully disguised.
         

         
         Since they’d combined talents a few months prior, Angelique and Delilah had seen any number of people glance around just that
            way: bemused, but not necessarily censorious. As if wondering at the source of the room’s charm. One could not place a finger
            on its source any more than one could bottle sunshine or air. Its charm was that it was well-loved and it knew it.
         

         
         Madman or not, it seemed her pride was at least as powerful as her sense of self-preservation. She would not sit idly while
            someone criticized their beloved room.
         

         
         She cleared her throat. “Lord . . .”

         
         On the off chance she’d heard him wrong the first time.

         
         “Bolt,” he confirmed, pleasantly.

         
         Hell’s teeth. She drew a sustaining breath.

         
         At best he was a charlatan.

         
         A gorgeous, gorgeous charlatan.

         
         “The comfort and security of our guests is paramount at The Grand Palace on the Thames, so Mrs. Hardy and I—we are the proprietresses—typically
            like to have a conversation with a potential guest to ascertain whether someone is mad or otherwise unsuitable before we invite
            them to stay.”
         

         
         He studied her.

         
         “Invite them, do you?” His tone was skeptical. But his voice was suddenly startlingly soft.

         
         Instantly, alarmingly, it was easy to imagine that voice in her ear, from the next pillow, whispering the things he’d like
            to do to her.
         

         
         “Yes.” The word emerged absurdly huskily. It sounded rather like she was giving permission to something. “Yes,” she repeated
            firmly. “Ultimately we give careful consideration to who we invite to stay, as we’d like all of our guests to feel comfortable
            and safe. And our business is thriving, much to our gratitude. We’re even contemplating a little expansion. And in case you’ve
            any doubts, the king himself sat just there not long ago.”
         

         
         His eyes followed her gesturing hand to the pink settee.

         
         He examined it a moment.

         
         He turned back to her.

         
         “Now who’s mad?” he said gently.

         
          

         “Excuse me, Lady Der—Mrs. Hardy.”

         
         Delilah—the former Lady Derring and new Mrs. Hardy—gave a start when Dot stage-whispered hotly next to her ear. She was panting
            as though she’d come at a run.
         

         
         “What is it, Dot?”

         
         “A man has arrived to inquire about a room and Mrs. Breedlove is speaking with him, but . . .”

         
         She sank her teeth worriedly into her bottom lip and said nothing more.

         
         Delilah’s eyebrows arched aggressively, prompting Dot to continue.

         
         “Well, I think perhaps you ought to join her.”

         
         Delilah exchanged a swift glance with her husband. He was planning to leave for Dover with Sergeant Massey for a short spot
            of business in an hour or so, and she wanted to soak up his presence.
         

         
         But Dot was not in the habit of making recommendations. Cheerfully following orders, and occasionally getting them right,
            was her forte.
         

         
         She had proven to be rather a savant at describing guests, however.

         
         “Is he behaving in an . . . ungentlemanly manner, Dot?”

         
         “Well, no. He is one of the most gentlemanly gentlemen I’ve seen, but not in the way you’d expect. His kit is very fine and
            his boots, well, they’re Hoby, and the way he stands is very . . . and you know how they are, Lady Derring—I mean Mrs. Hardy.
            Gentlemen, that is.”
         

         
         “I do indeed know how they are.”

         
         “He has only said a few words. His voice is very fine and low. He is merely standing there, mostly.”

         
         “So the trouble is . . .” Delilah coaxed. She could feel the fine strands of her patience groaning like the buttons on Mr.
            Delacorte’s vest.
         

         
         “Well, there are two troubles. Mrs. Breedlove’s cheeks have gone pink.”

         
         Well.

         
         This was fascinating.

         
         “Where are they pink?” Delilah asked swiftly.
         

         
         “Here and here.” Dot pointed to places high on her cheekbones.

         
         Angelique typically sailed through her days like a swan on a sea of jaded wit and cool aplomb, all born of worldly experience.
            Very little occurred to change the color of her face, unless it was the heat of the kitchen on baking day.
         

         
         “I see. What was the second thing, Dot?”

         
         “Oh, you’ll think me silly . . .”

         
         “I would never dream of thinking such a thing,” Delilah lied.

         
         “I believe I saw the letter ‘B’ on his ring!” she said excitedly. “Oh, Lady Der—that is, Mrs. Hardy—do you suppose he could
            be . . .” she lowered her voice to another stage whisper, pressed her knuckles to her lip “. . . the Lord Bolt? It’s just he looks so . . . so . . .”
         

         
         She clasped her hands together and gazed at her mutely, blinking her huge pale blue eyes.

         
         Apparently not even the broadsheets—which Dot read with religious fervor—could provide her with a sufficiently hysterical
            word.
         

         
         Delilah silently counted to three to fortify her patience. Ten would have been better but time seemed of the essence.

         
         “That poor misguided young man drowned in the Thames a decade ago. A life wasted. Unless you’re a newspaper that peddles gossip, in which case they profit from him still.”
         

         
         “But the broadsheets said someone who looked just like him walked into Mantons last week and shot the heart out of every target and walked out again without saying a word. Scared everyone
            silly, they said!”
         

         
         “But, Dot—”

         
         “And that someone who looked just like him walked into his favorite glove maker in the Galleria and paid for a pair that Lord Bolt had ordered specially just before
            he died, black with brown wrists, and walked out again! Right dear they were, too.”
         

         
         “Dot—”

         
         “And that Lady Wanaker claimed her loins had started up a burning out of nowhere like they always did when Bolt was—”

         
         “Dot, please!”

         
         “. . . and that a mysterious wager appeared in the betting books at White’s, signed and dated with the word ‘Bolt,’ and it
            said ‘I wager every penny I possess I will have revenge.’ I ask you! It fair made me shiver, it did! And no one saw who did it.” She pressed her knuckles against her teeth.
         

         
         “DOT.”

         
         Dot raised her eyebrows as if she’d made her point.

         
         Delilah sighed. “Oh, Dot. Didn’t we discuss the wisdom of believing all the gossip you read? I admire your enthusiasm for reading, but might I suggest something more calming? Mr. Miles Redmond’s book about the South Seas usually puts me right
            to sleep. It might be just the thing.”
         

         
         Dot looked crestfallen. “Yes, Mrs. Hardy. Of course you’re right. It’s just he told Mrs. Breedlove that his name was Lord
            Bolt, you see. So I just assumed.”
         

         
         Delilah went still.

         
         She darted another glance at her husband. Who arched a brow.

         
         “We won’t be longer than a few minutes,” she told him.

         
         And if they were, he would be there in moments, because Captain Hardy’s unique gift was knowing when she needed him.

         
          

         Lucien was accustomed to the stares of beautiful women. Countless times he’d watched conclusions made and discarded scud across
            their faces like clouds on a breezy spring day. They noted the flawlessly sleek black coat, clearly sewn by the lads at Weston.
            The gold watch fob. The signet ring. The English accent so elegant and precise every consonant seemed to have been turned
            on a lathe. The exquisite manners, the charm precisely calibrated to weaken feminine knees.
         

         
         But then there were the contradictions: the childhood French that haunted the contours of his words and syntax. The long,
            lean body clearly not raised on great platters of English roast beef. And no proper Englishman went around with eyes like
            his: Vert, comme un chat, one woman, tangled in his sheets, had purred on a memorable occasion. “Like a devil,” another had hissed on a very different
            memorable occasion. There was indeed something just shy of feral about him, something that implied that one could never predict
            what he’d get up to, and the fact that this unpredictable man was dressed up in aristocratic finery made them deliciously
            uneasy.
         

         
         He had once cared that he did not fit anywhere.

         
         Until he’d learned that he could use this to his advantage.

         
         He was not in the business of making anyone feel more comfortable about anything.

         
         So he let the beautiful ladies of The Grand Palace on the Thames stare, and he said nothing.

         
         On the little table between them, the two pieces of the token lay locked together like lovers, reunited at last. Mrs. Hardy
            had fetched the other half from upstairs.
         

         
         Mrs. Hardy’s dark eyes were soft and curious and she wore a gentle smile. Mrs. Breedlove seemed to actually be pressing herself
            back against the settee. Her chin was up a little, and her hands were folded perhaps more tightly than they ought to be, though
            her expression was decidedly cool. As though nothing ever surprised her. Their dresses, one red, one golden, overlapped in
            a shining spill of silk on the seat between them.
         

         
         Mrs. Hardy’s eyes went to his new gloves, which he’d removed and laid aside on the settee next to him. Black leather, with
            brown wrists.
         

         
         They fixed there for a time.

         
         He spoke first.

         
         “I should have thought you’d surround the settee with velvet rope and erect a plaque if the king sat here.”

         
         “Ah. Well, we’ve only the two pink settees at the moment, you see,” Mrs. Hardy said.

         
         She poured the tea from a pot painted all over with periwinkles.

         
         “Ah,” he said, taking great pains to sound fascinated.

         
         She eyed him sardonically as she handed his tea to him. They both knew this exchange was inane.

         
         He took it with a gracious nod. He drank it without sugar, without cream. It was a habit of childhood he could not abandon
            and it niggled him a bit. It spoke to a time when such things, the niceties and enhancements of life, simply could not be
            had.
         

         
         “I once, in fact, sat on the king’s knee. At the sort of party ladies such as you would certainly not be invited to attend.
            I was three years old.”
         

         
         It was a deliberate, testing bit of wickedness.

         
         Neither of them even blinked.

         
         Which he liked.

         
         “Lord . . .”

         
         “Bolt.” He’d happily say his name just like that, all day long, knowing full well the impact it had and not giving a damn
            anymore.
         

         
         “Very well. We thought we’d perhaps have a conversation before we admit you to The Grand Palace on the Thames, since we know
            only what we’ve read about you, you see,” she said.
         

         
         “You have me at a disadvantage, then, as I have read nothing about you.”

         
         They didn’t laugh.

         
         Mrs. Breedlove gave him a tolerant little smile. “And it is such a struggle to remain out of the broadsheets.”
         

         
         When he grinned at this, she turned her head away ever-so-slightly from him, toward the mantel. The line of her fine jaw and
            the slope of her throat, and the way her skin took the light like a pearl, suddenly struck him as almost insufferably lovely.
            It made him feel fleetingly restless, as if someone had dragged a hand over his fur backward.
         

         
         “Perhaps the most pertinent thing we’re read about you is that you’re dead,” Mrs. Hardy pressed on.

         
         “Boo, I’m a ghost,” he said mildly and fanned his fingers in mock fright.

         
         Two strained smiles greeted this.

         
         “Lord . . .” This was from Mrs. Hardy.

         
         “Bolt.”

         
         “May we presume that you’re claiming to be the very same Lord Bolt who raced a high flyer down Bond Street?”

         
         “Not at all.”

         
         There was a pause.

         
         “You’re not claiming to be the same Lord Bolt who fought a duel with the Earl of Cargill and shot him in the shoulder?” Mrs. Breedlove
            also had an interesting recollection of his exploits.
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “And you’re not the Lord Bolt who wagered a thousand pounds by writing in the White’s betting book that a hummingbird would—”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Or that you wagered five hundred pounds that you could get a donkey to kick Lord—”

         
         “No.”

         
         “But . . . then . . .” This was Mrs. Hardy.

         
         “It’s the word ‘claim’ I feel I must take issue with,” he clarified. “It rather implies a defense must be mounted, wouldn’t
            you say, in support of an assertion? Shall we choose a different verb? I was born Lucien Durand. My father is the Duke of
            Brexford. He was not married to my mother. My mother, Helene Durand, was beautiful, kind, and a bit of a fool. Hence my existence
            in the world.” He gave them what was meant to be a bit of a self-deprecating smile. “For which I am certain you are grateful.”
         

         
         They regarded him with tiny polite smiles of their own.

         
         He had the sense they wouldn’t have minded sliding the hairpins from their coiffures and jabbing him.

         
         He liked their composure and their obvious intelligence. It wasn’t boring. He loathed boredom and he found it more and more
            difficult to tolerate dull people with anything like grace.
         

         
         “To further expound, my father, the Duke of Brexford, persuaded the king to confer upon me the title and the modest lands
            when I was ten years old. I was in favor then, you see.” He said this very, very ironically. “It’s safe to say I am no longer.
            But I am still a viscount.”
         

         
         “I feel I must point out that this portion of Lord Bolt’s . . . history is rather widely known in London and in other parts
            of England,” Mrs. Breedlove said gently. “Among those who read the broadsheets, most particularly.”
         

         
         Bolt gave this the tiny taut smile it deserved. “Some weeks ago you decided to choose to accept one half of the token on the
            table and three guineas from a small, maddeningly efficient, nondescript, supercilious man, the sort who manages the sorcery
            of both blending into the wallpaper and nettling like a burr beneath a saddle, to hold your finest room for his employer,
            who would be me. His native dialect is irony, which you would probably come to understand if you spent a few years working
            for me as well.”
         

         
         Their silence told him they remembered him well.

         
         “I don’t believe that was mentioned in the broadsheets,” he concluded.
         

         
         “Does this supercilious man have a name?” Mrs. Hardy said suddenly.

         
         “Exeter. Mister Exeter.”

         
         “Mister E,” Mrs. Hardy repeated, wonderingly, on a hush. The women shared a secret, a swift little mirth-filled glance he
            could not quite interpret. “And he’s your . . .”
         

         
         “Solicitor. After a fashion.”

         
         “Are we given to understand that you did not, indeed, drown in the Thames? There was a funeral, you know.”

         
         “More after the fashion of a celebration, in some quarters,” he said calmly. He was certain he knew precisely who celebrated.
            Just as he knew precisely how he’d wound up in the Thames.
         

         
         “It was reported that some women rent their garments,” Mrs. Hardy told him, dryly.

         
         He smiled placidly. “They generally do when I’m about.”

         
         Mrs. Breedlove had turned to study the flowers on the mantel with a little frown.

         
         He knew this because he’d looked immediately for her reaction.

         
         Mrs. Breedlove leaned forward a little. “Help us to understand something, Lord Bolt . . . If you didn’t drown, then . . .”

         
         “As I was leaving a gaming hell I was accosted by two men and hurled into the Thames. I survived. Don’t know who the poor
            bloated soul was who was fished from the river and presented as proof of my demise, but it wasn’t me. I was on my way to China
            by then on a serendipitous clipper ship. Scooped from the water. I’m fortunate I did not wind up in a pie, like an eel.”
         

         
         “This is London. One should never take for granted what winds up in a pie,” Mrs. Breedlove said evenly.

         
         Frankly delighted by this, he transferred the whole of his attention to her. The later afternoon light through the window
            burnished her hair the color of an old doubloon, a shade or two darker than her gown.
         

         
         “Words to live by,” he said gravely.

         
         She turned ever so slightly away again, as though he were the sun, and not the great orb aiming beams through the window.
         

         
         A silence ensued.

         
         The room was comfortable, he’d grant it that. The proportions were gracious and pleasing. Through the sturdy closed doors
            came the strains of a muffled reel. A bit like the way it would sound if ghosts were having a party. Lucien had reached adulthood
            feeling both on the outside of things and at the center of things (usually gossip), and for an instant he felt that way again.
         

         
         “As for that duel . . . It takes particular skill to avoid a target as big and black as the Earl of Cargill’s heart. He can
            still use his shoulder, but I’ll warrant he thought twice about using his mouth that carelessly again.”
         

         
         They went perfectly still.

         
         Mrs. Breedlove leaned forward just a little, and it took every scrap of breeding his father had insisted he acquire to keep
            his eyes on her face and not where they yearned to go, the expanse of creamy décolletage. “Lord . . .”
         

         
         “Bolt. Or Viscount Bolt, if you prefer.”

         
         “If you could help us understand why you’ve chosen to . . .” she paused ostentatiously “. . . favor . . . our establishment
            with your resurrection? And what are your plans for the future?”
         

         
         Oh, well done, Mrs. Breedlove, he thought. He had a weakness for a good, irresistibly subtle piss-taking.
         

         
         He met her direct gaze evenly. Her eyes were hazel, full of soft greens and golds, a surprisingly gentle color in such a coolly
            possessed woman. A bit like a spring dawn. The gears of time suddenly slipped. He was nine years old and back at his father’s
            house in the country, and the joy of it pierced the breath from him. For one moment he’d felt like a window had been thrown
            open in a stifling room.
         

         
         For a mad moment he wanted to be alone with that feeling, if only to remember who he once was.

         
         He was not that person now.

         
         “You were selected after a bit of research conducted by Mister Exeter, primarily because you hadn’t any guests at all at the
            time and it seemed as though you never would, but also because your location is conveniently proximate to a bit of business
            I intend to transact. And I wished to keep my reentry into London society entirely secret at first. Hence the token, a cheap
            bit of sub-rosa nonsense I bought in a bazaar in Morocco. I do not intend to keep my presence a secret any more. And if after
            this conversation you still doubt me, read the broadsheets tomorrow.”
         

         
         He took a sip of his tea as they rigidly, with wide eyes, took this in.

         
         “Oh, and my plans are to open a gaming hell,” he added brightly. “And I shall need you to get in Lapsang Souchong tea while
            I’m here. I cannot possibly continue to drink whatever this is.”
         

         
          

         “Dear God. He can’t stay here! How do we get him to leave?”

         
         Too late, Angelique realized she sounded like someone who burst onto the stage in a pantomime waving their arms about.

         
         It was Delilah and Angelique’s habit to confer about potential guests before making a decision. And since the party celebrating
            three marriages—the Farradays, the Masseys, and the Hardys—was underway but showing signs of winding down, they were speaking
            in loud whispers on the stairs instead of in the opposite parlor.
         

         
         “He’s not a . . . a . . . tusked boar, or some such, Angelique, who’s inadvertently wandered in. We can’t just shoo him out.
            He says he’s Viscount Bolt. I’m inclined to believe him, based on what I know of viscounts.”
         

         
         “He’s insufferable.”
         

         
         “Yes. That’s what I mean.”

         
         “And he wants to open a gaming hell. What manner of pastime is that for a grown man?”
         

         
         “A lucrative one, I should imagine,” Delilah said practically.

         
         Angelique went mute in astonishment.

         
         “Do you see?” she said darkly after a moment. “Usually I’m the one who says things like that. And then you exclaim ‘Angelique!’
            in shock, and I laugh, and you learn. He’s already upsetting the natural order of things.”
         

         
         Delilah laughed, rather proving Angelique’s point. “I am learning from you. Thank you. Pragmatism is a fine quality.”
         

         
         Angelique snorted.

         
         “I wonder if that’s why he’s doing it.”

         
         They were quiet for a moment of furious thinking. They would need to go in and bid farewell to Mr. and Mrs. Farraday and the
            Masseys, as they would be leaving soon, and Delilah would want a moment alone with her husband.
         

         
         “And he has those . . . those . . . eyes.”

         
         Angelique fervently wished she could unsay the words the moment they left her mouth.

         
         Delilah stared at her. “Bolt does? Do you mean the ones in his . . . head?”

         
         Delilah was beginning to sound a little concerned. About Angelique. Not Bolt.

         
         They stood on their toes and peered into the parlor. They could see Bolt sipping his tea. Regretfully, probably. Given that
            he drank only Lapsang Souchong. For God’s sake.
         

         
         His hair touched his collar and it gleamed in the light, like his signet ring and his boots and his eyes and his buttons.
            But even from here Angelique could see there were faint shadows under his eyes. He did not look debauched. When he didn’t
            know he was being watched, he in fact looked a little weary.
         

         
         She didn’t want to feel anything like sympathy.

         
         Where had he been during that ten years’ absence? Did she and Delilah have the right to know? It was and it wasn’t difficult
            to reconcile the legend of the newspaper gossip with the arrogant, seemingly immovable man who sat on their pink settee.
         

         
         “I’m sorry. I can see you’re upset, Angelique.” Delilah had lowered her voice even more. “Do you know him from . . . That
            is, has he . . .”
         

         
         Angelique went still. Delilah’s delicacy was both touching and mordantly amusing. The tacit agreement was that Angelique would
            prefer to forget her past. Entire days went by when she didn’t think much of it at all, so content, so busy, was she here
            at The Grand Palace on the Thames. She had begun to think it had ceased mattering to her.
         

         
         Which was why she was surprised to discover that Delilah’s delicacy brushed against a raw place in her soul she hadn’t realized
            she still possessed.
         

         
         “No,” she said finally. Her voice lowered. She sighed. “I’ve never met him until today. And to be honest, he hasn’t done anything in particular to upset me. You—and only you—know the whole of my history with men, Delilah.” Angelique had provided
            Delilah with a painful summary, sans emotion and details, on the day they’d first met. It could be summed up in one word:
            “disastrous.” Or, if one were to use more than one word: “a faithless squire,” “a feckless lord,” and “Delilah’s perfidious
            dead first husband, the Earl of Derring,” all of whom had partaken of her and left her flailing, terrified, and in the end,
            jaded.
         

         
         She was not entirely faultless. What mattered was she was standing, and that was very much in spite of the men who had populated her life.
         

         
         And yet it wasn’t entirely out of the realm of the possible that she would have seen Lord Bolt at one of the Earl of Derring’s
            little parties, comprised of men and their mistresses and much appalling drunken tomfoolery. The Duke of Brexford had made a brief appearance at one, after all. It really wasn’t the very proper duke’s sort of thing.
         

         
         Of course, it hadn’t been Angelique’s sort of thing, either, but at the time she hadn’t had much of a choice in the matter.

         
         “I suppose Lord Bolt simply rubbed me the wrong way, Delilah,” she said finally. “It’s been some time since we’ve had to contend
            with anyone we didn’t take to at once.”
         

         
         “Oh, he’ll probably be insufferable for a time and then he’ll be off, because can you imagine a man like that agreeing to
            abide by our rules of conduct? We will not make an exception for him, of course. Including our epithet jar. And if you and
            I have expertise in anything at all, it’s managing insufferable men.”
         

         
         Angelique bit her lip. And then she sighed. “And this one did give us three guineas, and hope, after a fashion, when we had
            none. Though it was hardly gracious of him to remind us. Alas, my sense of fairness thinks we owe him.”
         

         
         “If he proves intractable beyond even our expertise, I’ll ask my husband to intervene.”

         
         Delilah still blushed and faltered a little over the words “my husband.” Angelique thought it was adorable even as it whipped
            her own cynicism into a bit of a white-capped froth. If she were a wagering woman—and she certainly wasn’t, at least not beyond
            Whist, as the trajectory of her life was a testament to the fact that she was bad at it indeed—she’d put money on the fact
            that Delilah would say those words in a complicated variety of inflections as the years went by, not all of them flattering.
         

         
         Delilah seemed to be waiting for Angelique to say something.

         
         Angelique finally made a bored, noncommittal sound, something like “peh,” a syllable she was certain she’d never before uttered
            in her life, and lifted her hand vaguely.
         

         
         “I expect we’ll find he’s quite manageably human, as are all men, ultimately,” Delilah mused. “We just have to find his weakness.”

         
         That was the trouble. Standing next to him had been a bit like standing next to a mountain, or an obelisk. She’d detected
            no weakness at all.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Lucien could find no fault with his room, really.

         
         It wasn’t for want of trying.

         
         The fire was lively, and it warmed every corner. Not a hint of lint or a shadow of a wrinkle disturbed the surface of the
            blue-and-white quilted counterpane, which was crowned by two tempting, plump white pillows. Sunlight ricocheted from the spotless,
            gleaming wood of a handsome little writing desk opposite the bed; a handful of blossoms sprang from a blue-and-white porcelain
            vase perched on its right edge, and on its left edge rested a little rosewood writing box, presumably so the tenants here
            could write letters to their friends and relatives extolling the virtues of this inn by the docks.
         

         
         And as he looked at the desk the memories crashed over him like slops dumped from an upper-story window. Of other blossoms
            in another room. Of a music box that had lit his mother’s face up like the sun.
         

         
         And of a letter that had killed the light in her forever.

         
         Lucien had born witness to both moments. But the duke had been present for only the first. The coward.

         
         Lucien was anything but a coward. He’d proven that to himself time and again. He was hardened and jaded and his confidence
            was a formidable thing, built up like muscle—or scar—over the past brutal, satisfying, edifying decade. He’d created his own
            wealth, then lost it through speculation and wiser for it, rebuilt it. At the age of thirty-three he’d learned that anything—pirates,
            illnesses, storms, wealth, mistresses, being hurled into the Thames in the dead of night—could happen at any time.
         

         
         But damned if he could yet reconcile the jovial, smiling man who’d given his mother that music box with the man who had written
            that letter. Because one man had carried him on his shoulders when he was three years old, paid for an Eton education when
            he was thirteen, bought him a watch when he was fifteen years old because “a man ought to have one,” got him elected to White’s
            at seventeen, and had brought them to live in a country house when he was very small, where his mother gaily stuffed every
            available vase with blossoms.
         

         
         The other man had cut them adrift with a few words scrawled on foolscap. Abandoned them, like the slops out the window.

         
         And now this man had a proper wife and a proper son and heir. Which was essentially the primary responsibility of a duke, after all.
         

         
         In his more honest moments Lucien sometimes suspected his failure to understand this was more an unwillingness to understand.
            Because a cold, quiet fury stirred when his thoughts touched on it. And fury tended to blind.
         

         
         When he was at last satisfied he was the man his father could never be—when he was satisfied that he was the man he wanted to be—Lucien had invested in cargo sailing for England. He’d sailed home ahead of it. Because England was indeed home. It had been a decade. And it was time.
         

         
         He would get answers to all of his questions. He would get justice, and if it was the last damned thing he did, he would get
            his mother’s music box back.
         

         
         He ventured forward and idly, almost tentatively, lifted the lid of the little writing box, as though he half-expected it
            to play Mozart, like his mother’s box. Inside he found foolscap, ink, sand, everything he needed to write his memoirs, if
            he so chose. He smiled tautly. He could call them . . . oh, Always a Bastard.
         

         
         Perhaps in the ludicrous eventuality that his plans for opening a gaming hell did not come to fruition—it had been a full
            ten years since he’d failed to accomplish what he set out to do—he would write them. Because one way or another he was going
            to make certain his father and his duchess would never be able to do what they had set out to do all those years ago: erase Lucien and Helene Durand from their lives.
         

         
         He closed the lid crisply and sat down on the edge of the bed to test it for bounce.

         
         Which it possessed.

         
         Next he decided to test the pillow for softness. He fell backward and let his head sink down onto it.

         
         The next thing he knew, he was jerking awake from a dreamless sleep.

         
         He turned his head and was startled to discover the room’s window revealed a slice of the night, a rooftop, and a bit of a
            crescent moon.
         

         
         He fished in his pocket for his gold watch and confirmed that it was after the dinner hour.

         
         “I’ll be damned,” he murmured. It was a magic bed, apparently. When his bed was a bit lumpy or the pillow less than cloud-like,
            his dreams were sometimes dark as brackish ocean water, and he turned and turned helplessly in that dark, struggling to find
            his way to consciousness again.
         

         
         Points to Mrs. Breedlove and Mrs. Hardy.

         
         He lay still for a moment, getting a feel for what it was going to be like to wake up in The Grand Palace on the Thames, listening,
            thinking of the times he’d awakened in hammocks, on dirt floors, in mattresses stuffed with vermin-infested straw. He would
            be damned if he ever again slept in anything other than the best.
         

         
         He shifted and something crackled in his pocket. He fished it out.

         
         Ah, yes. The list of rules for living here at The Grand Palace on the Thames. The saucer-eyed maid, her hand trembling, had
            pressed the little printed card upon him when she’d led him up to the room. Her features arranged in equal parts glee and
            terror, which wasn’t an unfamiliar expression to him.
         

         
         He was just about to crunch it in his fist and test his cricked arm by hurling it into the fire. Then he decided he could
            use a laugh. He read it.
         

         
         
            All guests will eat dinner together at least four times per week.

         

         “The devil I will,” he muttered, blackly amused. “Why in God’s name would utter strangers want to watch each other eat four times a
            week at a boarding house near the docks?”
         

         
         It only got more entertaining from there.

         
         
            All guests must gather in the drawing room after dinner for at least an hour at least four times per week. We feel it fosters
               a sense of friendship and the warm, familial, congenial atmosphere we strive to create here at The Grand Palace on the Thames.
            

         

         “Familial, congenial atmosphere.” He could think of nothing more oppressive. A faint sense of alarm stirred.

         
         
            All guests should be quietly respectful and courteous of other guests at all times, though spirited discourse is welcome.

         

         “Well, if spirited discourse is what you want,” he murmured wickedly. Lucien was nothing if not spirited.

         
         
            Guests may entertain other guests in the drawing room.

         

         “I suppose that rules out the orgy I’d planned,” he mused. He imagined saying that out loud to Mrs. Breedlove and Mrs. Hardy,
            just to see how they managed to keep their faces still.
         

         
         
            Curfew is at 11:00. The door will be securely locked then. You will need to wait until morning to be admitted if you miss
               curfew.
            

         

         What the dev—curfew? Suddenly this wasn’t amusing anymore.
         

         
         
            If the proprietresses collectively decide that a transgression or series of transgressions warrants your eviction from The
               Grand Palace on the Thames, you will find your belongings neatly packed and placed near the front door. You will not be refunded
               the balance of your rent.
            

         

         Good God. It was Newgate with blue-and-white quilted counterpanes.

         
         Obviously he could not be expected to tolerate this.

         
         Awake and charged with purpose now, he bolted from his room and had gotten down one flight when he encountered Mrs. Breedlove
            on the landing, heading upstairs.
         

         
         “Curfew?” he expostulated without preamble, smacking the rules with the back of his hand. “Courtesy? Camaraderie? You can’t possibly expect me to adhere to this nonsense.”
         

         
         “Well, that is devastating news, Lord Bolt,” she said brightly. “We’ll miss you.”
         

         
         She took another step up the stairs, then suddenly feinted to the right, clearly hoping to move past him.

         
         “Mrs. Breedlove.”

         
         She stopped.

         
         Their eyes met. Little flecks of gold floated in the green of her irises, like coins in a wishing well, and her eyelashes
            were dark gold with burnished tips. He had the absurd impulse to ruffle his finger across one. Just to see how quickly he
            could get himself thrown out the door of The Grand Palace on the Thames.
         

         
         He tried a reasonable tone. “I’m a grown man, Mrs. Breedlove. Not a boy still at Eton. Some of my pleasures and pursuits may,
            shall we say, preclude returning before midnight.”
         

         
         “While I appreciate that you may have an arduous schedule of frequenting gaming hells—and while I appreciate that you spared
            me the details of your other pleasures and pursuits—we’ll happily allow you back into the boarding house the following morning.
            Where you stay in that interval is entirely up to your discretion. And as you’re a grown man, and not a boy at Eton, I’m certain
            you’ll be resourceful enough to find shelter.”
         

         
         For a silent moment he inspected Mrs. Breedlove, experiencing twin impulses to laugh and growl.

         
         “Given that we may well soon be neighbors, Mrs. Breedlove, perhaps some exception might be made for me.”

         
         It was a little gauntlet, thrown down.

         
         There was a silence.

         
         “Neighbors?”

         
         “Oh, yes. I think the building next door is a fine location for a gaming hell. It’s for sale, as it so happens, and I intend
            to purchase it. Which is the primary reason I am your guest.”
         

         
         Interesting, her little hesitation here. She was good, Mrs. Breedlove was. Very cool. Not one eyelash flickered. Her lovely
            mouth did not so much as twitch.
         

         
         But she’d gone quite still.

         
         For a moment they did nothing but lock eyes.

         
         “I suppose you would know better than I would about fine locations for gaming hells, Lord Bolt,” she said smoothly.

         
         He narrowed his eyes.

         
         He gave the rules a little smack again. “And this bit about the drawing room. What manner of mad—”

         
         “Lord Bolt.” Her tone was practically a caress, and yet he had a feeling she could command the attention of a crowd with that
            tone. Certainly he’d be dying to hear anything she had to say if she used that voice. “If you’ll allow me to save you a little
            breath and time. Our rules are not negotiable. I believe they could not be more plainly stated, so prolonged discussion will
            not likely yield more clarity. None of our guests find them unduly onerous. Perhaps you won’t, either. Our party guests have
            dispersed, and if you like, I can introduce you right now to the guests you will come to know during your stay. If you choose
            to stay here.”
         

         
         He listened to this little discourse as well as felt it. And what he felt was a woman who knew herself well. She had confidence, no doubt earned. And more interestingly, this
            woman perhaps gave not one damn whether he stayed or didn’t, but perhaps had a slight preference for the latter.
         

         
         Which of course made him determined to stay.

         
         “Given how eventful your life has been, surely this shouldn’t pose an undue challenge?” This arrived sympathetically. They
            both knew this was a goad.
         

         
         He wasn’t so stubborn that he would resist as a matter of principle. He knew winning strategies often involved an acquiescence
            or two.
         

         
         At first.

         
         “Lead the way, Mrs. Breedlove,” he said silkily.

         
          

         To say Lucien’s presence was instantly felt in the little parlor was a bit like saying earthquakes were felt by the foundations
            of buildings.
         

         
         Silence, of the confused and wary sort, descended. The room was full of guests—tonight it was Mr. Delacorte, Mrs. Pariseau,
            and Mr. Cassidy, along with Dot and Helga, their cook—who tipped their heads up to Angelique uncertainly. It was as though
            she’d left the room to bring in lemon seed cakes and nonchalantly returned with a leopard on a lead instead.
         

         
         Mr. Delacorte was the first to offer her a tentative, forgiving smile: Did you mean to lead a leopard into the parlor? We’ll all politely look the other way whilst you lead it out again.
         

         
         Angelique cleared her throat, said brightly, “Good evening, friends. We’ve a new guest. We’re delighted to present Lucien
            Durand, Lord Bolt. I hope you’ll help us make him feel welcome.”
         

         
         Another brief but notable silence ensued as the word “Lord” had its usual impact on mixed company. Suddenly no one was quite
            certain what to do. No one eyed her or Delilah with a sense of rank betrayal, but she had the sensation that they were tempted.
         

         
         And then Lucien bowed. And it was so very polite, such a thing of beauty and grace, that lean body of his folding like an
            animal languorously stretching, that Mrs. Pariseau’s eyebrows flew upward like skeet and her mouth pursed in a silent whistle.
         

         
         She was on her feet to offer him a rather rusty curtsy by the time he was upright again, and when she was finished, she gave
            her skirts a little fluff.
         

         
         He favored her with a smile.

         
         Everyone was on their feet by that time, so Angelique made the introductions.

         
         Mr. Cassidy, any woman’s definition of handsome, was also courtly and well-spoken and had so far behaved faultlessly, but
            every now and then he deployed a sort of slow, crooked smile that lit up his blue-gray eyes and made the maids alternately
            act like idiots or bicker among themselves over who brought things up or started his morning fires. If he was not precisely
            an open book, well, that described most men. He hadn’t a pedigree and he wasn’t wealthy, which was a bit of a relief.
         

         
         “Mr. Hugh Cassidy. A pleasure to meet you, Lord Bolt.”

         
         “Likewise, Mr. Cassidy. An American, I see.”

         
         “Indeed, sir. All the way from New York.”

         
         “Americans are always telling one where they’re all the way from. So helpful.”

         
         Mr. Cassidy went still.

         
         Angelique held her breath.

         
         A beat or so of too-interesting silence ensued.

         
         “I suppose it’s just that we enjoy reminding Englishmen of all the fine places you lost in both wars,” Cassidy said finally,
            easily. “Especially since I helped defend New York against the British just a few years ago.”
         

         
         Lord Bolt’s faint, pleasant smile remained in place as he regarded Mr. Cassidy in unblinking silence.

         
         Intriguingly, this wasn’t something Mr. Cassidy had yet shared with any of them. He’d have been not much more than a child,
            surely, when the British burned the American capitol. One caught glimpses of something steely beneath the amiability now and
            again, like scenery flashing past a carriage window.
         

         
         There really was reason the little hairs on the back of Angelique’s neck should stand up. Then again, men were such perverse
            creatures that exchanges of insults could lead either to fast friendships or duels.
         

         
         “The farther one travels across the world, the more one realizes the futility of any empire attempting to prevail. The exception
            will be England, of course.”
         

         
         But Lord Bolt said this ironically, and Mr. Cassidy smiled, and Angelique exhaled. No blood would be shed. Yet.

         
         Men.

         
         “So you’re the chap clever enough to claim the best room here before anyone else could!” Delacorte was still a little too
            full of bonhomie from the earlier gathering. “Or ought I to bow, as you’re a lord?”
         

         
         “I shall accept a bow or a handshake in the same spirit. I leave the choice to you, Mr. Delacorte.”

         
         “If you bow, I expect you can see yourself in his boots, Mr. Delacorte,” Mrs. Pariseau offered, rather wickedly. “I had a
            look meself and quite liked what I saw.”
         

         
         Angelique exchanged a startled glance with Delilah. They’d all known Mrs. Pariseau was spirited, but a frisky Mrs. Pariseau
            was unanticipated.
         

         
         “And I can see an entire column of myself in your waistcoat buttons!” Mr. Delacorte sprang forward, bent, and peered roguishly at
            Lucien’s sternum. “Just what the world needs! Three more Stanton Delacortes!”
         

         
         Either the silence—abrupt and total—or the sudden twenty-degree drop in temperature in the room made Mr. Delacorte flick his
            gaze up.
         

         
         To find Lucien’s expression rather reminiscent of an executioner measuring the neck of a criminal to determine which axe to
            use.
         

         
         Mr. Delacorte cleared his throat and took a step back.

         
         Total silence reigned for another startled moment.

         
         Lord Bolt ignored the eye daggers aimed at him by Angelique.

         
         “What brings you to The Grand Palace on the Thames, Lord Bolt?” Mr. Cassidy was not easily daunted.

         
         “Revenge.” He said this with a little smile as if this was entirely self-evident. “You know, the same reason one goes to Brighton
            or Bath.”
         

         
         Angelique clamped her back teeth.

         
         “I’m sure we’ll all grow accustomed to Lord Bolt’s sense of humor. And if you find the adjustment a bit of struggle, rest
            easy, because he won’t be here forever. Lord Bolt, you might like to have a seat near the gas lamp in the corner.” She gestured
            to a little table in the far corner. “Perhaps reading quietly would suit you better than polite conversation.”
         

         
         He fixed her with a stare that teetered on the mutinous.

         
         She returned it with an “off you go” eyebrow hike that brooked no argument.

         
         He turned and went.

         
         Everyone watched him go, then sank back into their chairs.

         
         “Mrs. Breedlove, may I ask you a question?” Delilah said sweetly from her own chair in the corner. But the words emerged through
            gritted teeth. They barely just escaped being a hiss.
         

         
         Angelique stifled a sigh.

         
         She returned to sit beside Delilah.

         
         Nearby, Dot was embroidering words on a hoop, while Mrs. Pariseau had taken up reading aloud a horrid novel they’d been enjoying.
            The heroine was about to unadvisedly go up the stairs to an attic.
         

         
         Delilah gazed at her in silent incredulity while Angelique pretended not to notice.

         
         Angelique took up her knitting—it was meant to be a coverlet for one of the bedrooms—but she merely held it. Then lowered
            it to her lap again.
         

         
         “I know,” Angelique muttered crossly. “And I’m sorry. I ought to be able to manage more graciousness.”

         
         “Are you certain you haven’t a history with Lord Bolt?”
         

         
         “I suspect my history with the type of men who believe they are better than everyone by virtue of a title and money, even
            if this one is a”—she dropped her voice to a whisper in deference to their epithet jar, which was currently empty, much to
            their pride—“bastard, in every sense of the word, may be influencing me just a little.”
         

         
         Delilah’s eyes widened.

         
         Angelique felt faintly wretched, which she resented. Because she knew this wasn’t the entire truth, and she had been nothing
            but truthful with Delilah since they’d met. The entire truth was difficult to put into words.
         

         
         Then again, Delilah knew her rather well.

         
         “And he mentioned that the building next
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