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Prologue




Longlands, Northamptonshire
 September 1826

The Duke of Ainswood’s family name was Mallory. Genealogy scholars agreed that the family originated in Normandy and was one of several by that name to settle in England in the twelfth century.

According to etymologists, the name meant unhappy or unlucky. In the Duke of Ainswood’s family history, however, the name meant Trouble, with a capital “T.” Some of the duke’s forebears had lived long, and some had lived short, but all had lived hard because that was their nature. They were hellions, born that way, notorious for it.

But times had changed, and the family had finally begun to change and quiet with the times. The fourth duke, a wicked old rip who’d died a decade earlier, had been the last of his generation. Those he’d left behind were a new breed of Mallory, more civilized, even virtuous.

Except for the only son of the fourth duke’s youngest brother.

Vere Aylwin Mallory was the last Mallory hellion. At well over six feet, he was the tallest of them all and, some said, the handsomest as well as the wildest. He had his father’s thick chestnut hair, and in his eyes—the darker green of earlier generations—glinted centuries of wickedness and the same invitation to sin that had undone generations of women. At nearly two and thirty years old, he’d done more than his share of sinning.

At present, he was making his way through the wood of the great Longlands estate, the country home of the Duke of Ainswood. Vere’s destination was the Hare and Pigeon public house in the nearby village.

In a mocking baritone, he was singing the words of the Anglican funeral service to the tune of a bawdy ballad.

He had heard the burial service so often in the last decade that he had it by heart, from the opening “I am the resurrection and the life” to the final “Amen.”

“Forasmuch as it hath pleased Almighty God of his great mercy to take unto himself the soul of our dear brother”

At “brother,” his voice broke. He paused, his broad shoulders stiffening against the tremor that shook his big frame. Bracing an arm against a tree trunk, he gritted his teeth and shut his eyes tight and willed the wracking grief to subside.

He’d done enough grieving in the last decade, Vere told himself, and he’d shed enough tears in the seven days since his first cousin Charlie, the fifth Duke of Ainswood, had breathed his last.

He lay in the mausoleum at present, with the others Almighty God had “pleased to take” in the last ten years. The endless succession of funerals had commenced with that of the fourth duke, who had been like a father to Vere, his own parents having died when he was nine. Since then, death had claimed Charlie’s brothers along with their sons and wives, several girls, and Charlie’s wife and eldest son.

This latest funeral, despite years of practice, had been the hardest to bear, for Charlie was not only dearest to Vere of all his Mallory cousins, but one of the three men in the world Vere looked upon as brothers.

The other two were Roger Barnes, the Viscount Wardell, and Sebastian Ballister, the fourth Marquess of Dain. The latter, a dark giant more commonly known as Lord Beelzebub, was universally regarded as a hideous stain upon the Ballister family escutcheon. He and Wardell had been Vere’s partners in crime since Eton. But Wardell had been killed in a drunken brawl in a stable yard six years ago, and Dain, who had departed for the Continent some months later, seemed to be settled in Paris permanently.

There was no one left who mattered. Of the main branch of the Mallorys, only one male remained besides Vere: nine-year-old Robin, Charlie’s youngest, now sixth Duke of Ainswood.

Charlie had left two daughters as well—if one cared to count females, which Vere didn’t—and in his will named Vere, as nearest male kin, the children’s guardian. Not that this guardian need have anything to do with them. While family loyalty might dictate tolerance of the Mallorys’ last hellion—much as tradition dictated the naming of guardians—no one, not even Charlie, could be so blindly loyal as to believe Vere suited to the task of bringing up three innocent children. One of Charlie’s married sisters would do it.

The guardian position, in other words, was purely nominal, which was just as well, for Vere hadn’t spared his wards a thought since he’d arrived a week earlier—in time to watch Charlie depart for the hereafter.

It was all, horribly, exactly as his uncle had predicted ten years earlier, when Vere sat by his deathbed.

“I saw it when they were gathered about me,” his uncle had told him. “Saw them parading in and out. Unlucky ones. ‘He cometh up, and is cut down, like a flower.’ Two of my brothers were cut down long before you were born. Then your sire. And today I saw them, my sons: Charles, Henry, William. Or was it a dying man’s fancy? ‘He fleeth as it were a shadow.’ I saw them, shadows all. What will ye do then, lad?”

At the time, Vere had thought the old man’s wits had failed. He knew better now.

Shadows all.

“Got that right, by Lucifer,” he muttered as he pushed away from the tree. “A bloody prophet you turned out to be, Uncle.”

He took up the service where he’d left off, singing the solemn words more lustily as he walked, and occasionally directing a defiant grin heavenward.

Those who knew him best, could they but observe him at this moment, would understand he was goading the Almighty as he’d so often goaded his fellow mortals. Vere Mallory was looking for trouble, as usual, and this time he was trying to pick a fight with Jehovah Himself.

It didn’t work. The troublemaker neared the end of the service without Providence offering so much as a thunderclap of disapproval. Vere was about to launch into the Collect when he heard twigs snapping behind him and leaves rustling amid the hurried patter of footsteps. He turned … and saw the ghost.

It wasn’t truly a ghost, of course, but near enough. It was Robin, so painfully like his father—fair and slight, with the same sea-green eyes—that Vere couldn’t bear to look at him, and had managed not to for this last week.

The boy was running toward him, though, so there was no avoiding him. There was no ignoring, either, the sharp tug of grief—and yes, rage as well, to Vere’s shame, because he could not help resenting that the child lived and the father was gone.

Jaw set, Vere stared at the boy. It was not a welcoming look, and it made Robin stop short a few paces away. Then the boy’s face reddened, and his eyes flashed, and he hurtled at Vere head foremost, butting his surprised guardian in the stomach.

Though Vere’s abdomen was about as soft as an and-iron—like the rest of him—the lad not only kept butting, but added punching. Oblivious to their vast disparity in age, size, and weight, the young duke pounded away at his cousin, a maddened David trying to fell Goliath.

None of the civilized new breed of Mallorys would have known what to make of this unprovoked, desperate, and seemingly deranged attack. But Vere was not civilized. He understood, couldn’t help it.

He stood and let Robin rain ineffectual blows upon him, much as Robin’s grandfather, the fourth duke, had stood once, many years earlier, while an enraged, newly orphaned Vere pounded away. He hadn’t known what else to do except cry, which at the time was for some reason absolutely out of the question.

As Vere had done, Robin kept on, fighting an unmoving pillar of adult male until he wore himself out and sank, exhausted, to the ground.

Vere tried to remember his rage and resentment of moments before. He tried to wish the child to the devil, tried not to care, but it didn’t work.

This was Charlie’s boy, and a desperate boy he must be, to slip past the family and servants’ vigilant guard and brave a dark wood, alone, to find his dissolute cousin.

Vere wasn’t sure what the child was desperate for. It was clear enough, though, that Robin expected Vere to provide it, whatever it was.

He waited until Robin’s panting subsided to more normal respiration, then hauled the boy to his feet. “You shouldn’t come within a mile of me, you know,” Vere said. “I’m a bad influence. Ask anyone. Ask your aunts.”

“They cry,” Robin said, looking at his scuffed boots. “They cry too much. And they talk too soft.”

“Yes, it’s horrid,” Vere agreed. He bent and brushed off the boy’s coat. The child looked up at him … with Charlie’s eyes. But younger and too trusting. Vere’s own eyes stung. He straightened, cleared his throat, and said, “I was thinking of leaving them to it. I thought I’d go to… Brighton.” He paused, and told himself he was mad even to contemplate it. But the boy had come to him, and the boy’s father had never once failed Vere. Except in dying. “Would you like to come with me?”

“To Brighton?”

“That’s what I said.”

The too-young, too-trusting eyes began to glow. “Where the Pavilion is, you mean?”

The immense architectural phantasmagoria known as the Royal Pavilion was the analogously immense King George IV’s idea of a seaside cottage.

“It was, the last time I looked,” Vere answered. He started walking, back toward the house.

His ward promptly followed, running to keep up with his elder’s long strides. “Is it as fanciful as it looks in the pictures, Cousin Vere? Is it truly like a palace in The Arabian Nights?”

“I was thinking of starting out first thing tomorrow morning,” Vere said. “The sooner we leave, the sooner you can judge for yourself.”

If it had been up to Robin, they would have started out that very minute. If it had been up to his aunts and their husbands, Vere would have set out alone. But it wasn’t up to anyone else, as he told them a short while later. As the child’s legal guardian, he didn’t need anybody’s permission to take Robin to Brighton—or Bombay, for that matter.

It was Robin himself who silenced their objections, however. The sound of thumps drew the family out of the drawing room in time to see the young duke lugging his portmanteau down Longlands’ great staircase and through the cavernous hall to the vestibule.


“There, you see?” Vere turned to Dorothea, Charlie’s youngest sister, who’d protested longest and hardest. “He can’t wait to get away. You’re too damned dismal, the lot of you. It’s the tears and hushed voices and crepe and bombazine—that’s what scares him. Everything’s dark and grown-ups are crying. He wants to be with me because I’m big and noisy. Because I can scare away the monsters. Don’t you see?”

Whether she saw or not, she gave in, and when she did, the others followed suit. It was only for a few weeks, after all. Even Vere Mallory couldn’t corrupt a child’s morals irrevocably in a matter of weeks.

He had no wish to corrupt the boy’s morals, and he set out fully meaning to return Robin in a fortnight.

Vere could not be a father to him or any child, he was well aware. He was not a suitable role model. He hadn’t a wife—and had no intention of getting one—to do the things females did, the soft things, to balance his rough, uncivilized ways. His household comprised one servant, his valet Jaynes, who possessed all the soft, maternal qualities of a dyspeptic porcupine. This “household,” furthermore, had not occupied a fixed abode since Vere had left Oxford.

It was no way to rear a child, in short, especially one destined to assume the burdens of a great dukedom.

Nonetheless, the few weeks somehow stretched into a month, then another. From Brighton they traveled up into Berkshire, to the Vale of the White Horse, to view the ancient etching in a chalk hillside, thence to Stonehenge, and on to the West Country, following the coast and exploring smugglers’ coves all the way to Land’s End.

Autumn chilled into winter, which in turn warmed into spring. Then the letters came, from Dorothea and the others, with their gentle but not overly subtle reminders: Robin’s education could not be ignored indefinitely, his sisters missed him, and the longer the boy wandered, the harder it would be for him to settle down.

It was all true, Vere’s own conscience told him. Robin needed a real family, stability, a home.

Still he found it hard, returning Robin to Longlands, hard to part from him, though it was obviously the right thing to do. The household was not so dismal as before.

Dorothea and her husband were settled there now, with Robin’s sisters as well as their own brood. The halls rang again with the children’s songs and laughter, and in a defiance of convention Vere had to approve, the crepe and jet borders and black bombazine had already given way to the less lugubrious tones of half mourning.

It was also clear that Vere had done his job. He’d scared away the monsters, beyond question, for within hours, Robin was bosom bows with his boy cousins, Dorothea’s sons, and joining them in tormenting the girls. And when it came time to say good-bye, Robin showed no signs of panic. He didn’t take a temper fit or hit Vere, but promised to write faithfully, extracted his guardian’s promise to come back in late August for his tenth birthday, then ran off to help his cousins reenact the Battle of Agincourt.

But Vere returned long before the birthday. Not three weeks after leaving Longlands, he was racing back.

The sixth Duke of Ainswood had contracted diphtheria.

 

The disease was not well understood. The first accurate account of the infection had been published in France only five years earlier. What was understood and not debated was that diphtheria was highly contagious.

Charlie’s sisters pleaded with Vere. Their husbands tried to stop him, but he was bigger than any of them, and in a fury, as he was now, a regiment of soldiers couldn’t have held him back.

He stormed up the great staircase and marched down the hall to the sickroom. He chased away the nurse and locked the door. Then he sat beside the bed and grasped his ward’s weak little hand.

“It’s all right, Robin,” he said. “I’m here. I’ll fight it for you. Let go of it and give it to me, do you hear me, lad? Throw off this curst ailment and let me tangle with it. I can do it, my boy, you know I can.”

The cold little hand lay unmoving in his big, warm one.

“Give it up, please,” Vere urged, choking back tears, stifling the useless grief. “It’s too soon for you, Robin, you know it is. You’ve scarcely begun to live. You don’t know a fraction of it—what there is to see, to do.”

The young duke’s eyelids fluttered and opened. Something like recognition seemed to flicker there. For an instant, his mouth shaped a ghost of a smile. Then the boy’s eyes closed.

That was all. Though Vere went on talking, coaxing, pleading, though he clung to the little hand, he could not draw the disease away and into himself. He could do nothing but wait and watch, as he’d done so many times before. It was a short watch, this time, the shortest, hardest of all.

In less than an hour, as twilight slipped into night, the boy’s life slipped away and fled … like a shadow.








Chapter 1




London
 Wednesday, 27 August 1828

“I’ll sue ’em!” Angus Macgowan raged. “There’re libel laws in this kingdom, and if that isn’t libel, I’m a bull’s blooming bollocks!”

The enormous black mastiff who’d been drowsing before the editor’s office door lifted her head and gazed with mild curiosity from Macgowan to her mistress. Upon ascertaining that the latter was in no imminent danger, the dog laid her head down upon her forepaws again and closed her eyes.

Her mistress, twenty-eight-year-old Lydia Grenville, regarded Macgowan with similar dispassion. But then, oversetting Lydia wasn’t easy. Fair-haired and blue-eyed, a few inches under six feet tall, she was about as delicate as the average Valkyrie or Amazon, and her body, like those of the mythical warriors, was as strong and agile as her mind.

When he slammed the object of his indignation down upon the desk, she calmly took it up. It was the latest edition of Bellweather’s Review. Like the previous issue, it had devoted several columns of the first page to attacking Lydia’s latest journalistic endeavor:


Like her namesake, the Argus’s “Lady Grendel” has once again launched a noxious assault upon an unsuspecting public, spewing her poisonous fumes into an atmosphere already thick with her pollutions. Her victims, still reeling from previous assaults upon their sensibilities, are hurled once more into the very abyss of degradation whence uprises the reek of foul and tainted creatures—for one can scarcely title as human the vermin she’s made her subject—whose cacophony of self-pitying howls—for we cannot call these excretions language—the petticoated monster of the Argus…



Here, Lydia stopped reading. “He has lost all control of the sentence,” she told Angus. “But one cannot sue for bad writing. Or for lack of originality. As I recall, the Edinburgh Review was the first to title me after the monster in Beowulf. At any rate, I do not believe anyone owns a patent on the name ‘Lady Grendel.’”

“It’s a scurrilous attack!” he cried. “He all but calls you a bastard in the next to last paragraph, and insinuates that an investigation into your past would—would—”

“‘Would doubtless explain the virago of the Argus’s otherwise unaccountable sympathy with an ancient profession whose bywords are disease and corruption,’” Lydia read aloud.

“Libel!” Angus shouted, pounding his fist on the desk. The mastiff looked up again, uttered a deep canine sigh, then once more composed herself to sleep.

“He merely implies that I have been a prostitute,” Lydia said. “Harriet Wilson was a harlot, yet her book sold very well. If she’d had Mr. Bellweather abusing her in print, I daresay she might have made a fortune. He and his fellows have certainly assisted ours. The previous issue of the Argus sold out within forty-eight hours. Today’s will be gone before tea time. Since the literary periodicals began attacking me, our circulation has tripled. Rather than sue Mr. Bellweather, you should write him a note of thanks, and encourage him to keep up the good work.”

Angus flung himself into the chair behind his desk. “Bellweather has friends at Whitehall,” he grumbled. “And there’re some in the Home Office who aren’t exactly friendly to you.”

Lydia was well aware that she had ruffled feathers in the Home Secretary’s circle. In the first of her two-part series on the plight of London’s younger prostitutes, she had hinted at the legalization of prostitution, which would enable the Crown to license and regulate the trade, as in Paris, for instance. Regulation, she had suggested, might at least help reduce the worst abuses.

“Peel ought to thank me,” she said. “My suggestion stirred so much outrage that his proposal for a Metropolitan Police Force seems quite mild and sensible to the very same people who had been howling that it was a conspiracy to grind John Bull under tyranny’s heel.” She shrugged. “Tyranny, indeed. If we had a proper police force, that fiend might have been caught by now.”

The fiend in question was Coralie Brees. In the six months since her arrival from the Continent, she had become notorious as the worst of London’s procuresses. In order to get her employees’ stories, Lydia had promised not to reveal the woman’s name—not that revealing the bawd’s identity would have aided the cause of justice. Eluding the authorities was a game with the whoremongers, and one at which they were highly skilled. They changed their names as often and as easily as Lydia’s father had done, to elude his creditors, and scurried like rats from one lair to the next. Small wonder Bow Street couldn’t keep track—and didn’t feel compelled to do so. According to some estimates, London had more than fifty thousand prostitutes, all too many under sixteen years old. Insofar as Lydia had been able to determine, none of Coralie’s girls was older than nineteen.

“You’ve seen her, though,” Angus said, breaking into Lydia’s grim reflections. “Why didn’t you sic that black monster of yours on her?” He nodded toward the mastiff.

“It’s no good taking the woman into custody when there’s no one brave enough to testify against her,” Lydia answered impatiently. “Unless the authorities catch her in the act—and she takes care they don’t—we’ve nothing to charge her with. No proof. No witnesses. There’s little Susan could do for us except maim or kill her.”

Susan cocked one eye open at the mention of her name.

“Since the dog would do so only at my command, I should be prosecuted for assault—or hanged for murder,” Lydia continued. “I had rather not be hanged on account of a filthy, sadistic bawd.”

She returned Bellweather’s Review to her employer’s desk, then took out her pocket watch. It had belonged to her great uncle Stephen Grenville. He and his wife, Euphemia, had taken Lydia in when she was thirteen. They had died last autumn within hours of each other.

Though Lydia had been fond of them, she could not miss the life she’d led with the feckless pair. While not morally corrupt—as her father had been—they had been shallow, unintelligent, disorganized, and afflicted with a virulent case of wanderlust. They were forever wanting to shake the dust of someplace from their feet long before dust could possibly have time to settle. The ground Lydia had covered with them reached from Lisbon in the West to Damascus in the East, and included the countries on the southern shores of the Mediterranean.

Still, she told herself, she would not have an editor to fume at present, or jealous publishing rivals to make him fume, if not for that life.

Something very near a smile curved her mouth as she recollected the journal she’d begun—in imitation of her late and dearly loved mama—on the day her father abandoned her to Ste and Effie’s incompetent care.

At thirteen, Lydia had been nearly illiterate, and her diary rife with spelling atrocities and horrific crimes against grammar. But Quith, the Grenvilles’ manservant, had tutored her in history, geography, mathematics, and most important, literature. Quith was the one who’d encouraged her writing, and she’d repaid him as best she could.

The money Ste had left her as a marriage portion, she’d converted into a pension for her mentor. It was no great sacrifice. A writing career, not marriage, was what she wanted. And so, free of all obligations for the first time in her life, Lydia had set out for London. She’d taken with her copies of the travel pieces she’d previously had published in a few English and Continental periodicals, and what remained of Ste and Effie’s “estate”: an assortment of bric-a-brac and trinkets and precious little coin.

The pocket watch was all that remained of their belongings. Even after Angus had hired her, Lydia had not troubled to redeem the other items she’d pawned during those first bleak months in London. She preferred to spend her earnings on necessities. The latest such purchase was a cabriolet and a horse to pull it.

She could afford the horse and carriage because she was earning more than satisfactory wages, far better than one might have reasonably expected. Certainly she’d expected to drudge for at least a year, writing for the newspapers, at a penny a line, accounts of fires, explosions, murders, and other accidents and disasters.

Fate, though, had sent a piece of luck her way in early spring. Lydia had first entered the Argus’s offices when the magazine was on the brink of failure, and its editor, Macgowan, desperate enough to do anything—even hire a female—that offered a chance of survival.

“Nearly half past two,” Lydia said, returning the watch to her skirt pocket and her mind to the present. “I had better go. I’m to meet Joe Purvis at Pearkes’s oyster house at three to look over the illustrations for the next chapter of the dratted story.”

She moved away from the desk and started for the door.

“It isn’t the blasted literary critics, but your ‘dratted story’ that’s made our fortune,” Angus said.

The story in question was The Rose of Thebes, whose heroine’s adventures had been recounted in two-chapter installments in the biweekly Argus since May. Only she and Angus were aware that its author’s name, Mr. S. E. St. Bellair, was also a piece of fiction.

Even Joe Purvis didn’t know that Lydia wrote the chapters he illustrated. Like everyone else, he believed the author was a reclusive bachelor. Never in his wildest dreams would he have imagined that Miss Grenville, the Argus’s most cynically hardheaded reporter, had created a single word of the wildly fanciful and convoluted tale.

Lydia herself did not like being reminded. She paused and turned back toward Angus. “Romantic claptrap,” she said.

“So it may be, but your fascinating claptrap is what hooked the readers—especially the ladies—in the first place, and it’s what brings them back begging for more. Damnation, you’ve even got me wriggling on your hook.” He rose and rounded the desk. “That clever girl, your Miranda—Mrs. Macgowan and I were talking about it, and my wife thinks the wicked, dashing fellow ought to come to his senses and—”

“Angus, I proposed writing that idiotish story on two conditions,” Lydia said in a low, hard voice. “No meddling from you or anyone else was one condition. The other was absolute anonymity.” She bent a glacial blue stare upon him. “If the faintest hint gets about that I am the author of that sentimental swill, I shall hold you personally responsible. In which case, all contracts between us shall be null and void.” Her blue glare bore an alarming resemblance to one employed by certain members of the nobility, under which generations of their inferiors had quailed.

Lionhearted Scotsman though he was, Macgowan cowered under the frigid look as any other inferior would, his countenance reddening. “Quite right, Grenville,” he said meekly. “Most indiscreet of me to speak of it here. The door is thick, but best to take no chances. You know I’m fully aware of my obligations to you and—”

“Oh, for God’s sake, don’t toady,” she snapped. “You pay me well enough.” She marched to the door. “Come, Susan.” The mastiff rose. Lydia took up the leash and opened the door. “Good day, Macgowan,” she said, then strode out the door without waiting for an answer.

“Good day,” he said to her back and, “Your Majesty,” he added under his breath. “Bloody damned queen, she thinks she is—but the bitch can write, confound her.”

 

There were a great many people in England at this moment who would agree that Miss Grenville could write. Many of them, however, would have maintained that Mr. S. E. St. Bellair could write even better.

This was what Mr. Archibald Jaynes, valet to the Duke of Ainswood, was attempting to explain to his master.

Jaynes didn’t look like a valet. Narrowly built and wiry, with beady black eyes sitting very close to his long, crooked—on account of being broken several times—nose, he looked more like the weasely sort of ruffian frequently encountered at horse races or boxing matches, taking bets.


Jaynes himself would have hesitated to use the term “gentleman’s gentleman” on his own account. While, despite his unprepossessing features, he was exceedingly neat and elegant, his tall, handsome master was not what Jaynes would call a gentleman.

The two men sat in the best—which was not saying much, in Mr. Jaynes’s opinion—dining room of the Alamode Beef House in Clare Court. The street, a narrow way off infamous Drury Lane, was hardly the most elegant in London, and the Alamode’s culinary productions were scarcely calculated to appeal to discriminating palates. All of which suited the duke admirably, for he was no more elegant or discriminating than the average savage, and probably less so, from what Jaynes had read of the aboriginal races.

Having made short work of a tall heap of beef, His Grace had settled—or sprawled, was more like it—back in his chair and was watching a waiter replenish his tankard of ale.

The duke’s chestnut hair, with which Jaynes had taken such pains only a short time earlier, had got raked into a tumbled disorder that declared it had never met comb or brush in its life. The neckcloth, once crisply starched and painstakingly knotted, with each crease formed at proper intervals and angles, had subsided into limp and rumpled disarray. As to the rest of His Grace’s garments: In a nutshell, they looked as though he’d slept in them, which was how they usually looked, no matter what one did, and, Really, I wonder why I bother, Jaynes was thinking.

What he was saying was, “The ‘Rose of Thebes’ is the name given to a great ruby, which the heroine found some chapters ago when she was trapped in the pharaoh’s tomb with the snakes. It is an adventure story, you see, and all the rage since summer.”

The waiter having departed, the duke turned his bored green gaze upon the copy of the Argus. It lay as yet unopened—and it was only through a phenomenal exercise of willpower that Jaynes had resisted opening it—upon the table.

“That would explain why you hauled me from the house at dawn’s crack,” said His Grace. “And dragged me from one book shop to the next looking for it—and all of them thick with females. Mainly of the wrong sort,” he added, grimacing. “I’ve never seen so many dowds in so many jabbering clumps as I have this morning.”

“It’s half past two,” Jaynes said. “You never saw the morning. As to the dawn, it was cracking when you finally staggered home. Moreover, I discerned several attractive young ladies among the crowds of what you so callously dismiss as ‘dowds.’ But then, if their faces aren’t thick with paint and their bosoms aren’t bursting from their bodices, they are invisible to you.”

“Pity they aren’t inaudible as well,” his employer muttered. “Twittering and simpering lot of nitwits. And meanwhile ready to claw one another’s eyes out for—What is the curst thing?” He took up the magazine, glanced at the cover, and dropped it. “The Argus, indeed. ‘The Watchdog of London,’ it purports to be—as though the world is famished for more pontificating from Fleet Street.”

“The Argus’s offices are in the Strand, not Fleet Street,” said Jaynes. “And it is refreshingly free of pontificating. Ever since Miss Grenville joined the staff, the publication has become more like what its subtitle claims. The Argus of mythology, you may recollect—”

“I’d rather not recall my days in the schoolroom.” Ainswood reached for his tankard. “When it wasn’t Latin, it was Greek. When it wasn’t Greek, it was Latin. And when it wasn’t either, it was flogging.”

“When it wasn’t drinking, gaming, and whoring,” Jaynes said under his breath. He ought to know, having entered Vere Mallory’s service when the latter was sixteen, and the dukedom apparently safe, with several Mallory males standing between him and the title. But they were gone now. With the death of the last, a boy of nine, nearly a year and a half ago, Jaynes’s employer had become the seventh Duke of Ainswood.

Inheriting the title had not mended his character a whit. On the contrary, he had gone from bad to worse, thence to unspeakable.

More audibly Jaynes said, “The Argus was reputed to possess a hundred eyes, you will recall. Its namesake’s aim is to contribute to a well-informed populace by observing unflinchingly and reporting upon the metropolis as though it had a hundred eyes. For instance, Miss Grenville’s article concerning the unfortunate young women—”

“I thought there was only one,” said his master. “The addlepated chit who got herself trapped in the tomb with the snakes. Typical,” he sneered. “And some poor sod must gallop to milady’s rescue. Only to die of snakebite for his pains. If he’s lucky.”

Thickhead, Jaynes thought. “I was not referring to Mr. St. Bellair’s story,” he said. “Whose heroine, for your information, escaped the tomb with no outside assistance. However, I was speaking of—”

“Don’t tell me—she talked the snakes to death.” Ainswood hoisted the ale tankard to his lips and emptied it.

“I was speaking of Miss Grenville’s work,” Jaynes said. “Her articles and essays are exceedingly popular with the ladies.”

“God save us from bluestockings. You know what their trouble is, don’t you, Jaynes? Due to not getting pumped regular, females take the oddest fancies, such as imagining they can think.” The duke wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

He was a barbarian, that’s what he was, Jaynes thought. His Grace belonged among the Vandal hordes that had once sacked Rome. As to his views of women, those had rapidly regressed to antediluvian since his elevation to the title.

“Not all women are witless,” the valet persisted. “If you would take the trouble to become acquainted with women of your own class, rather than illiterate whores—”

“The whores give me the only thing I want from a female, and don’t expect anything from me but the fee. I can’t think of one good reason to bother with the other kind.”

“One good reason is, you’ll never get yourself a proper duchess if you refuse to come within a mile of a respectable female.”

The duke set down his mug. “Devil take you, are you going to start that again?”

“You’ll be four and thirty in four months,” said Jaynes. “At the rate you’ve been going lately, your chances of seeing that birthday are approximately nil. There is the title to consider, and its responsibilities, the foremost of which is to get an heir.”

Ainswood pushed away from the table and rose. “Why the devil should I consider the title? It never considered me.” He snatched up his hat and gloves. “It should have stayed where it was and let me alone, but no, it wouldn’t, would it? It had to keep creeping on toward me, one confounded funeral after another. Well, I say let it go on creeping after they plant me with the others. Then it can hang itself on some other poor sod’s neck, like the bleeding damned albatross it is.”

He stalked out.

 

Some moments later, Vere had reached the end of Catherine Street and started west, intending to quiet his inner turmoil by the river, with the aid of a few more tankards of ale at the Fox Under the Hill.


As he turned into the Strand, he saw a cabriolet burst through the crush of vehicles at Exeter ’Change. The carriage narrowly missed spitting a pie seller on its shaft, veered perilously toward an oncoming cart, corrected in the nick of time, then swung aside sharply—straight toward a gentleman stepping off the curb to cross the street.

Without pausing to think, Vere hurtled forward, grabbed the fellow, and dragged him back to the footway—an instant before the carriage rocketed into Catherine Street.

As it thundered past, he caught a glimpse of the driver: a black-garbed female, with a black mastiff for a passenger, an obviously panicked horse under the ribbons—and no tiger on the platform behind to help her.

He set the fellow aside and hurried after the vehicle.

 

Lydia swore when she saw her prey dart into Russell Court. The cramped passageway was too narrow for the cabriolet, and if she made the long circuit round Drury Lane Theater, she was sure to lose them. She drew the carriage to a halt and leapt from it, Susan close behind. A ragged boy hurried forward.

“Mind the mare, Tom, and there’s two bob for you,” Lydia told the street urchin. Then, picking up her skirts, she ran into Russell Court.

“You there!” she called. “Release that child!”

Susan gave a low “Woof!” that echoed through the narrow passage.

Madam Brees—for it was she Lydia called to—threw one quick glance over her shoulder, then darted left into a still narrower alley, towing the girl with her.

Lydia did not know who the girl was—a country servant by the looks of it, likely one of the countless runaways who made their way to London every day, only to fall promptly into the clutches of the bawds and pimps who loitered at every coaching inn from Piccadilly to Ratcliffe.

Lydia had spotted the pair in the Strand, the girl gawking at the sights like the average bumpkin while Coralie—garbed like a respectable matron, with an expensive bonnet perched upon her shoe-blacking-dyed curls—drew her relentlessly toward ruin: Drury Lane and its legion of vice pits, beyond doubt.

If they made it into whatever brothel Madam was aiming for, Lydia would not be allowed in, and the girl would never get out.

But as she turned into the alley, she saw the child dragging her heels and trying to shake off Coralie’s grasp.

“That’s it, my girl!” Lydia cried. “Get away from her!”

She was aware of masculine shouts behind her, but Susan’s thunderous bark drowned out the words.

The girl was struggling in earnest now, but the stubborn bawd held tight, dragging her into Vinegar Yard. As Coralie raised a hand to strike the child, Lydia hurtled at them and backhanded the trull away.

Coralie staggered back against a dirty wall. “Murderous bitch! You leave us alone!” She flung herself forward again.

She wasn’t quick enough to get to the girl, whom Lydia swiftly pushed out of the way. “Susan, guard,” she told the mastiff. Susan moved close to the girl’s drab brown skirts and let out a low warning growl. The fiend hesitated, her face twisted with rage.

“I recommend you crawl back into whatever hole you crawled out from,” Lydia said. “Attempt to lay hands on this child again, and I’ll have you taken up on charges of abduction and attempted assault.”

“Charges?” the woman echoed. “You’ll peach on me, will you? And what do you want with her, I wonder, you great Jack whore?”


Lydia looked at the girl, whose wide-eyed gaze shot from Lydia back to the trull, then back again. Obviously she didn’t know which of them to trust.

“B-Bow Street,” the child choked out. “I was attacked and r-robbed and she was taking me to—to—”

“Ruination,” Lydia said.

A tall ruffian dashed into Vinegar Yard at that moment, with another fellow at his heels. Several other males were also emerging from divers taverns and alleys.

Lydia was well aware that, wherever a mob congregated, trouble usually followed. She was not about to abandon this waif, however, mob or no mob.

Ignoring the rabble, Lydia focused on the girl.

“Bow Street is that way,” she said, gesturing westward. “The way this viper was taking you leads to Drury Lane, where all the lovely brothels are—as any of these elegant fellows can tell you.”

“Liar!” Coralie screeched. “I found her first! Find your own girls, you overgrown hag! I’ll teach you to come poaching in my yard.”

She started toward her victim, but Susan’s ominous snarl stopped her in her tracks. “You call that beast off!” she raged. “Or I’ll make you sorry.”

No wonder her girls were afraid of her, Lydia reflected. She must be half mad to dare move so close to Susan. Even the men—each and every one a gutter-spawned villain, beyond question—kept a respectful distance from the growling mastiff.

“You’ve got it wrong,” Lydia told her calmly. “I shall give you to the count of five to make yourself scarce. Otherwise I shall make you exceedingly sorry. One. Two. Thr—”

“Ah, now, ladies, ladies.” The tall ruffian shoved another clodpole out of the way and pushed forward. “All this daring and daunting will burst your stays, my fair delicates. And all for what? The smallest problem: one chick, and two hens wanting her. Lots of chicks about, aren’t there? Not worth disturbing the King’s peace and annoying the constables, is it? Certainly not.”

He drew out his purse. “Here’s what we’ll do. A screen apiece for you, my dears—and I’ll take the little one off your hands.”

Lydia recognized the distinctive accents of the upper orders, but she was too outraged to wonder at it. “A screen?” she cried. “Is that the value you place on a human life? One pound?”

He turned a glinting green gaze upon her. Down upon her. He topped her by several inches, no common occurrence in Lydia’s experience.

“From what I’ve seen of your driving, you place no value on human life whatsoever,” he said coolly. “You nearly killed three people in the Strand in the space of a minute.” His impudent gaze drifted over the assembled audience. “There ought to be a law against women drivers,” he announced. “A public menace.”

“Aye, Ainswood, be sure to mention it in your next speech in the House of Lords,” someone called out.

“Next?” cried another. “More like the first—if the roof don’t fall in when he staggers into Parliament.”

“I’ll be blowed!” came a voice from the back. “That ain’t Ainswood, is it?”

“Aye, and playing King Solomon, no less,” someone from the front shouted back. “And got the wrong mare by the tail, as usual. Tell His Grace, Miss Grenville. He’s put you down as a Covent Garden abbess.”

“No surprise,” said one of his fellows. “Took the Marchioness of Dain for a tart, didn’t he?”

That was when Lydia realized who the lout was.

In May, a drunken Ainswood had encountered Dain and the marquess’s bride at an inn on their wedding night, and refused to believe the lady was a lady, let alone Dain’s wife.* Dain had been obliged to correct his erstwhile schoolmate’s misapprehension with his fists. The incident had been the talk of London for weeks afterward.

Small wonder, then, that Lydia had mistaken His Grace for another Covent Garden lowlife. By all accounts, the Duke of Ainswood was one of the most depraved, reckless, and thickheaded rakes listed in Debrett’s Peerage—no small achievement, given the present lamentable state of the aristocracy.

He was also, Lydia saw, one of the untidiest. He’d apparently donned his expensively tailored garments days earlier and had debauched as well as slept in them. He was hatless, and a shock of thick chestnut hair dangled over one eye, which like its mate evidenced months of insufficient sleep and more than sufficient dissipation. His only concession to basic grooming had been letting someone shave him recently—probably while he was stupefied by drink.

She saw more than this: the hellfire sparking in the green depths of his gaze, the arrogant tilt of his nose, the hard lines of cheekbone and jaw … and the devil’s own curve of a mouth, promising everything, ripe for laughter, sin, what have you.

She was not unaffected. The devil in her, one she normally kept well concealed, was bound to be drawn to its counterpart in him. But she was not a fool, either. She knew well enough that this was a rogue’s own countenance, and she could sum it up in one word: trouble.

Still, this rogue was a duke, and even the worst of noblemen had more influence with the authorities than a mere journalist did, especially a woman journalist.

“Your Grace, you’ve mistaken only one of us,” she said with stiff politeness. “I am Grenville, of the Argus. This woman is a known procuress. She was luring the girl to a brothel, under pretext of taking her to Bow Street. If you would take the bawd into custody, I shall gladly accompany you there and testify—”

“She’s a false, scheming liar!” Coralie cried. “I was only taking the child to Pearkes’s.” She waved toward the oyster house opposite. “For a bite to eat. She got herself into a bit of trouble—”

“And will be in a great deal worse, in your hands,” Lydia said. Her attention reverted to Ainswood. “Do you know what happens to the children unfortunate enough to fall into her clutches? They are beaten, starved, and raped until they are reduced to a state of abject terror. Then she puts them on the streets—eleven and twelve years old, some of them—”

“You false, filthy, Jack whore of a bitch!” the bawd howled.

“Am I impugning your honor?” Lydia asked. “Do you want satisfaction? I’ll be glad to oblige. Here and now, if you wish.” She advanced upon the procuress. “Let’s see how you like being on the other end of a beating.”

A pair of large hands clamped on her arms and pulled her back. “Enough, ladies. You’re giving me the deuce of headache. Let’s try to keep the peace, shall we?”

“Oh, that’s rich,” someone called. “Ainswood keeping the peace. Did hell freeze over when I wasn’t looking?”

Lydia looked down at the big hand grasping her arm. “Take your paws off me,” she said coldly.

“I will—as soon as someone fetches me a strait-waistcoat to tuck you into. Who let you out of Bedlam, I wonder?”

Lydia shoved her elbow backward, into his gut. It was not soft. Pain twanged down her forearm to her wrist.

Still, he’d felt something, for he muttered an oath and let go, amid the crowd’s hooting and whistling.

Get out while you still can, an inner voice warned her, and don’t look back.


It was the inner voice of reason, and she would have heeded it if the nerve his ridiculing comments had struck hadn’t shrieked more loudly. Nature had not formed Lydia’s character for retreat, and pride forbade any action hinting at weakness or, God forbid, fear.

Eyes narrowed, heart pumping furiously, she turned to face him. “Touch me again,” she warned, “and I’ll black both your eyes.”

“Oh, do it, yer worship!” an onlooker urged. “Touch ’er again.”

“Aye, my tenner’s on you, Ainswood.”

“And mine says she gives him a pair o’ stinkers like she promised,” another voice challenged.

The duke, meanwhile, was sizing her up, his green gaze boldly raking her from bonnet to half-boots.

“Big, yes, but not up to my weight,” he announced. “I make her at five and three quarter feet. And ten stone, stripped. Which,” he added, his glance skimming over her bodice, “I should pay fifty guineas to see, by the way.”

Raucous laughter and the usual lewd comments greeted this witticism.

Neither the laughter nor the obscenities disconcerted Lydia. She knew this rough world; she’d spent most of her childhood in it. But the crowd’s noise recalled her to the main issue. The girl she’d set out to rescue stood frozen in place, wearing the hunted expression of one who’d found herself in the jungle, surrounded by cannibals—which was not far off the mark.

Still, Lydia could not let this moron have the last word.

“Oh, that’s well done,” she told him. “Broaden the child’s education, why don’t you? Give her a pretty view of London manners—and the high moral tone of the peerage.”

She had a great deal more to say, but she reminded herself that she might as well lecture a milestone. If this jackass had ever owned a conscience, it had died of neglect decades ago.

Contenting herself with one last, withering glance at him, she turned away and started toward the girl.

A swift survey of the crowd told Lydia that the bawd had vanished, which was frustrating. Still, it would not have made much difference if she’d stayed, when none of these loudmouthed curs cared for anything but their own entertainment.

“Come, my dear,” she said as she approached the girl. “We accomplish nothing amid this rabble.”

“Miss Grenville,” came the duke’s voice from behind her.

Nerves jumping, Lydia swung about—and came up against a solid column of male. She retreated but half a pace, lifted her chin, and straightened her spine.

He did not back away, and she held her ground, though it wasn’t easy. She could not quite see past his brawny torso, and at close quarters she was rivetingly aware of the muscular frame his garments hugged so snugly.

“Excellent reflexes,” he said. “If you weren’t a female, I’d take up your offer—of the stinkers, I mean. That is to say, the black—”

“I know what it means,” said Lydia.

“Indeed, it’s all very well to have an extensive vocabulary,” he said. “In the future, however, I recommend you exercise a dash—the smallest sliver—of reason, my dove, before you exercise your tongue. You can manage that, I hope? Because another fellow, you see, might take your adorable little darings and dauntings as an amusing challenge. In which case, you might find yourself in a different sort of tussle than you bargained for. Do you take my meaning, little girl?”

Lydia opened her eyes very wide. “Oh, goodness, no,” she said breathlessly. “You are much too deep for me, Your Grace. My tiny brain simply can’t take it in.”


His green eyes glinted. “Maybe your bonnet’s squeezing it too tight.” His hands came up to the ribbons and paused, inches away.

“I shouldn’t, if I were you,” she said, her voice even, her heart ricocheting against her rib cage.

He laughed and tugged at the bonnet strings.

Her fist shot up. He grabbed it, still laughing, and pulled her up against the hard column of his body.

She’d half expected that, sensed what was coming. But she wasn’t prepared for the heat or the explosion of sensations she couldn’t identify, and these threw her off balance.

In the next instant, her mouth was crushed under his, warm and firm and all too skilled, and she was sinking backward, disoriented and helpless under its deceitfully easy pressure. She was pulsingly aware of his big hand splayed against her upper back, its warmth seeping through stiff layers of bombazine and undergarments, and of more heat lower, where his brawny arm braced her waist.

For one perilous moment, her mind gave way as her muscles did, overpowered by heat and strength and the chaotic brew of masculine scent and taste.

But her instincts had been honed in a hard school, and in the next moment she reacted.

She sagged in his arms, making herself a dead weight.

She felt his mouth leave hers.

“By gad, the wench’s faint—”

She slammed her fist into his jaw.








Chapter 2




The next Vere knew, he was flat on his back in a pool of mud. Above the ringing in his ears he heard the crowd cheering, hooting, and whistling.

He pulled himself up onto his elbows and let his gaze travel from his vanquisher’s black half-boots up over the heavy black bombazine skirts to the mannishly severe jacket that buttoned primly up to her chin.

Above the topmost button was a face so starkly beautiful that it had half blinded him when he’d first beheld it. This was a winter’s beauty, of ice-blue eyes and snow-white skin, framed under the black bonnet by silken hair the color of December sunlight.

At present, those remarkable eyes directed a freezing blue stare down upon him. Such a look, he supposed, the mythical Gorgons might have bestowed. He little doubted that, had this been myth and make-believe instead of real life, he would be swiftly petrifying to stone.

As it was, he’d hardened only in the usual place, but very speedily, even for him. Her boldness as well as her face and lavish body had aroused him even before he’d hauled her into his arms and touched his mouth to hers.

Now, while he stared stupidly at the ripe mouth he’d so insanely hungered for, it curled into a contemptuous half-smile. The mockery he saw there recalled him to his senses.

The insolent wench thought she’d won—and so everyone must think, he realized. Within hours everyone in London would hear that a female had knocked Ainswood—the last Mallory hellion—on his arse.

Being a hellion, Vere would rather be slow roasted on a spit than admit the damage to his pride or show anything of what he truly felt.

And so he answered her smug contempt with the provoking grin he was famous for.

“Well, let that be a lesson to you,” he said.

“It speaks,” she informed the onlookers. “I reckon it will live.”

She turned away, and the rustle of her bombazine skirts against her legs sounded like the hissing of serpents.

Ignoring the hands reaching to help him, Vere swung up onto his feet without taking his eyes off her. He watched the arrogant sway of her rump as she sauntered away, coolly collected the dog and the girl, and turned into Vinegar Yard’s southwest exit, out of sight.

Even then he couldn’t bring his full attention to the men about him because his mind was churning with salacious scenarios that landed her on her back instead of him.

Still, he knew the trio about him—Augustus Tolliver, George Carruthers, and Adolphus Crenshaw—and they knew him, or thought they did. And so his expression remained the drunkenly amused one they’d expect.

“Let it be a lesson to her, eh?” Tolliver said, chuckling. “What lesson was that, I wonder? How to deliver a jawbreaker?”

“Jawbreaker?” Carruthers echoed indignantly. “And how could he be talking if it was? I vow, you must be half blind. It wasn’t the uppercut that dropped him. It was that curious acrobatic trick of hers.”

“I’ve heard of such things,” said Crenshaw. “Something to do with balance, I collect. All the rage in China or Arabia or some such—and about what you’d expect from those heathen inscrutables.”

“About what you’d expect from Lady Grendel, then,” said Carruthers. “I heard she was born in a Borneo swamp and reared by crocodiles.”

“More like Seven Dials,” Tolliver said. “You heard this lot, cheering her on. They know her. She’s one of their own, spawned in the back-slums of the Holy Land, I don’t doubt.”

“Where’d she learn heathenish fighting tricks, then?” Crenshaw demanded. “And how is it no one ever heard of her before a few months ago? Where’s she been keeping all this time that no one remarked a Long Meg like her? It isn’t as though she’s hard to see, is it?”

He turned back to Vere, who was swatting mud from his trousers. “You’d a close enough look and listen, Ainswood. Any hint of the Holy Land in her speech? London bred, would you say, or not?”

Seven Dials was the black heart of one of London’s seamiest neighborhoods, St. Giles’s parish, which was also known ironically as the Holy Land.

Vere doubted that the Grenville gorgon would have needed to travel beyond its boundaries to learn the kinds of dirty fighting tricks she employed. That he’d discerned no Cockney accent meant nothing. Jaynes had grown up in the back-slums, yet he’d lost all traces of the accent.

Perhaps she had sounded more like a lady than Jaynes did a gentleman. What did it signify? Plenty of lowborn wenches tried to ape their betters. And if Vere could not at the moment recall a single one who’d made it seem so natural, he could not, either, discern a single reason to stand here blithering about it. Covered with mud outwardly and simmering inwardly, he was in no mood to encourage this lot of morons to exercise their limited intellects upon this or any other point.


Leaving them, he made for Brydges Street in a storm of outrage, the likes of which he hadn’t experienced in years.

He had hurried to the curst female’s rescue and found her all but begging for a riot. His timely intervention had beyond question spared her a knife in the back. In reward, he’d received an earful of brimstone and taunting defiance.

Miss Insolence had actually threatened to black both his eyes. She’d threatened him—Vere Aylwin Mallory—whom even that great big-beaked brute Lord Beelzebub couldn’t pound into submission.

Was it any wonder that a man so goaded should adopt the tried and true method of silencing a scold?

And if she didn’t like it, why didn’t she slap his face, as a normal woman would? Did she think he’d hit her—any woman—back? Did she think he meant to ravish her in Vinegar Yard before a mob of drunks, pimps, and whores?

As if he’d ever stoop so low, he fumed. As if he needed to take a woman by force. As if he didn’t have to fight off their advances with cudgels, practically.

He was halfway to Brydges Street when a loud voice penetrated his indignation.

“I say—Ainswood, ain’t it?”

Vere paused and turned. The man calling to him was the one he’d pulled out of the cabriolet’s rampaging way.

“Couldn’t place the name at first,” the fellow said as he reached him. “But then they said something ’bout Dain and m’curst sister and then I recalled who you was. Which I should’ve done in the first place, him mentioning you more than once, but I’ll tell you the truth: I been hurried and harried from pillar to post till I feel like what’s-his-name the Greek fellow with them plaguey Fury things after him, and it’s a wonder my brainworks ain’t closed up shop permanent. So it’s like as not if the tall gal did run me down I wouldn’t know the difference, except maybe it’d be the first rest I had in weeks. All the same, I’m much obliged, since I’m sure it’s a deuced awkward way to go, havin’ your bones crushed under a wheel, and I’d be honored if you’d share a bottle with me.”

He stuck out his hand. “Mean to say, it’s Bertie Trent—me, that is—and pleased to make your acquaintance.”

 

Lydia shoved the Duke of Ainswood to the darkest corner of her mind and focused on the girl. This was not the first damsel in distress she’d rescued. She usually took them to one of London’s more trustworthy charitable organizations.

Early in the summer, though, Lydia had rescued a pair of seventeen-year-olds, Bess and Millie, who had run away from harsh employers. She’d hired them as maids of all work—or slaveys, as such servants were often called—because her intuition told her they’d suit her. Experience had proven her intuition correct. The same forceful inner voice told her this waif would also do better with her.

By the time Lydia had squeezed her and Susan into the cabriolet, she was certain the girl was not of the laboring classes. Though she spoke with a slight Cornish accent, it was an educated one, and practically the first words that came out of her mouth were, “I can’t believe it’s you, Miss Grenville of the Argus.” Maidservants and simple country girls were unlikely to be familiar with the Argus.

The girl’s name—definitely Cornish—was Tamsin Prideaux, and she was nineteen years old. Lydia had guessed fifteen at first, but on closer inspection the maturity was more evident.

Tamsin was a smallish girl, that was all, except for her eyes, which were enormous and velvet brown. They were also extremely shortsighted, it turned out. Apart from what she wore, her spectacles were the only belongings she had left. They were sadly mangled, with one lens cracked.

She had taken them off shortly after alighting from the coach, Miss Prideaux explained, in order to clean them, because by then they were thickly coated with road dust. There had been a great crush at the coaching inn, and someone had pushed her. The next she knew, someone tore her reticule and carpetbag from her hands so violently that she unbalanced and fell. When she got up from the ground, her box was gone, too. At this point, the bawd had come, feigning sympathy and offering to take her to the Bow Street magistrate’s office to report the crime.

It was an old trick, but even hardened Londoners were assaulted and robbed daily, Lydia assured her.

“You mustn’t blame yourself,” she told the girl as they reached the house. “It could happen to anyone.”

“Except you,” Miss Prideaux said. “You’re up to every rig.”

“Don’t be silly,” Lydia said briskly while hustling her indoors. “I’ve made my share of mistakes.”

She noticed that Susan showed no signs of jealousy, which looked promising. She had also resisted the temptation to play with the new human toy. This was considerate of the mastiff, since the girl had been terrified out of her wits already, and—misinterpreting affectionate canine overtures—might start screaming, which would upset Susan very much. Nonetheless, as they entered the hall, Lydia took precautions.

“This is a friend,” she told the dog while lightly patting Tamsin’s shoulder. “Be gentle, Susan. Do you hear? Gentle.”

Susan licked the girl’s hand, very delicately.

Gingerly, Tamsin petted her.

“Susan is highly intelligent,” Lydia explained, “but you must communicate with her in simple terms.”


“They used mastiffs to hunt wild boar in olden times, didn’t they?” the girl asked. “Does she bite?”

“Devour is more like it,” Lydia said. “Still, you’ve nothing to fear from her. If she grows too playful, tell her firmly, ‘Gentle,’—unless you’d rather be knocked down and drowned in doggy drool.”

Tamsin chuckled softly, which was an encouraging sign. Bess appeared then, and in a little while the guest was borne off for tea, a hot bath, and a nap.

After a quick washing up, Lydia adjourned to her study. Only there, with the door closed, did she let her mask of unshakable confidence slip.

Though she’d seen a great deal of the world—more of it than the majority of London’s most polished sophisticates, male and female—she was not altogether as worldly as the world believed.

No man had ever kissed Lydia Grenville before.

Even Great-Uncle Ste, kindly if misguided, had never done more than pat her on the head—or, when she started sprouting into a giantess, upon the hand.

What the Duke of Ainswood had done was very far from avuncular. And Lydia found she was very far from immune.

She sank into the chair at the desk and pressed her bowed head against the heels of her hands and waited for the hot inner tumult to subside and her neatly ordered, well-controlled world to settle back into place.

It wouldn’t. Instead, the chaotically uncontrollable world of her childhood flooded her mind. The tide of images ebbed and flowed, to settle at last upon the scene most deeply etched in her memory: the time when her world and sense of who she was had changed irrevocably.

She saw herself as she had been then, a little girl sitting upon a battered stool, reading her mother’s diary.

Though Lydia never would, she could have written the tale much in the same style she used for The Rose of Thebes.

London, 1810

It was early evening, several hours after Anne Grenville had been laid to rest in the parish burial ground, when her eldest daughter, ten-year-old Lydia, found the journal. It lay hidden under a shabby collection of fabric scraps intended for patches, at the bottom of her mother’s sewing basket.

Lydia’s younger sister, Sarah, had long since cried herself to sleep, and their father, John Grenville, had gone out to seek solace in the arms of one of his trollops or in a bottle—or both
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