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The gentleman riding on the bridle way in front of me had not noticed his horse was lame. The gray mare’s head bobbed excessively and her gait was short and choppy on the compacted sand of Rotten Row. Clear signs of distress. It was no wonder; the man jerked upon the reins and his seat was deplorable.

“I think we must intervene,” I said to Leonardo, leaning forward in my sidesaddle to stroke his chestnut neck. “Otherwise, he may ruin her.”

My hunter tossed his head as if in agreement. A whimsical notion, perhaps, but I have always held that horses are creatures of great sympathy.

“Thomas, I am riding ahead,” I called to my groom, who followed at a discreet distance on his own mount.

“Aye, my lady,” he answered.

I shifted my weight in the sidesaddle and gently urged Leonardo into a trot, the sound of his hooves dull thuds upon the damp ground.

The dawn light had broken through the dense autumn fog, and the trees and paths of Hyde Park were finally visible around us. Most of the other riders on the bridle way were grooms exercising their highbred charges. Only a few members of the bon ton, including myself and the two men ahead, were flouting the royal order that allowed grooms—and only grooms—to gallop upon Rotten Row at daybreak. Since anything above a trot was forbidden at all other times, it was worth the early start and slight risk. Although if I rode as badly as Mr. Deplorable, I would not have bothered.

“Ho, ahead,” I called, my breath misting in front of my mouth. “Stop! Your horse is lame.”

I drew Leonardo alongside the two riders and matched their slower pace. I did not know Mr. Deplorable, but I certainly recognized the compact athletic man mounted on the bay beside him: Lord Milroy.

Damn, one of the most contrary men I had ever met. He had a reputation as a Tory kingmaker—always avoiding the forefront of politics, but highly influential nonetheless—and was well-known for his view that women had no place in the political sphere, even at the social periphery where we were relegated. Ironically, we came into each other’s orbit quite frequently at the Berry sisters’ soirees—the heart of informal political discourse—and he and I had clashed twice in the debates. So far, the score was one all, but I believed the money was on me to win the next bout.

“Lord Milroy, your friend’s horse is lame,” I said in greeting. “He should dismount before he does any more harm.”

“Lady Augusta,” Milroy said, saluting me with a bare nod, his voice a rumbling baritone of disdain. He liked to dabble in the theater—imagining himself, no doubt, another Kemble—and had learned to use his voice to excellent effect. “I see you do not confine your lectures to the debating ring.”

The swords, it seemed, were already drawn. “This is not a lecture, Lord Milroy, it is a fact: the mare is lame.”

He and his companion reined their mounts to a halt. I did the same, settling more firmly into my saddle. This was not going to be an easy rescue after all.

“We are most fortunate, then, to have your eagle eyes upon the situation,” Milroy said, casting a droll look at his friend. “I had heard you liked to ride with the grooms, Lady Augusta—so singular for a lady of your rank. What is the attraction, I wonder.”

I ignored his sly innuendo and the fact that he did not introduce his smirking companion to me as etiquette demanded. “I imagine it is the same as for yourself, Lord Milroy: the chance to gallop. However, your friend should dismount now.”

My suggestion went unacknowledged. Instead, Milroy surveyed the impressive dimensions of Leonardo. “Such a large hunter for a woman. One wonders who advised you to purchase such an inappropriate mount.” He touched his forehead under his beaver hat in a theatrical gesture of recall. “Ah, but of course, you are sadly without the guidance of a husband.”

I matched his silky tone. “I think it is always best to ride a horse that matches one’s skill.” A glance at his smaller gelding brought home my double meaning. His mouth tightened. A pleasing result, but the mare had cocked her lame hoof and the suffering was plain in her eyes. Time to move this conversation to its goal. “You have not introduced your friend to me, Lord Milroy,” I said firmly.

Upon such a blatant prompt, he had no choice. “Lady Augusta, allow me to introduce Mr. Charles Rampling, lately of Hertfordshire, who is currently my guest here in London.”

“Lady Augusta, enchanted,” the man slurred, and made a clumsy bow in the saddle, sending his poor horse into an unnecessary step upon her lame foreleg. It seemed Mr. Rampling was still quite foxed from the night before.

“You should dismount immediately, Mr. Rampling,” I said briskly. How many times did I have to repeat myself?

“Dismount?” Mr. Rampling echoed. “Good God, no. I’d have to walk if I dismounted.”

Perhaps he did not understand the urgency of the situation. “That would be the case, certainly, but if you do not, you could damage your mare permanently.”

Mr. Rampling squinted at me, then giggled, a ridiculously high-pitched trill. “So, are you a horse physician, Lady Augusta?”

“Of course not,” I said, pitching my voice over Lord Milroy’s laugh. “Anyone with an ounce of knowledge would see—”

Rampling shrugged. “Then, begging pardon, my lady, this is my animal and I’ll do with her as I please. I am not about to walk upon the Row like some Johnny Raw.”

“Perhaps the effects of last night’s revels are still with you, Mr. Rampling,” I said sharply. “Only a fool would disregard such an injury to his horse and by doing so compound it. Surely you do not wish—”

“Are you scolding my friend, Lady Augusta?” Lord Milroy asked with mock jocularity. The angle of his long chin, however, held the jut of battle. “Perhaps it is not only this mare that needs a bridle.”

I stared at him, taken aback. “I beg your pardon?”

“He means a scold’s bridle,” Mr. Rampling slurred helpfully. He giggled again, his rocking mirth pressing the poor mare into another pained shift upon her lame hoof.

I drew a steadying breath. Every fiber of my being demanded that I tell Milroy exactly what I thought of him, but that would not help the horse. I had to get her away from these men at any cost.

“Mr. Rampling, I will give you seventy guineas for her if you dismount and hand her over now.”

It was twice the amount the mare was worth, but I did not care.

Rampling’s eyes widened. “Seventy? Well, I—”

Milroy quelled Rampling with a glance, then leaned forward in his saddle. “Too easy, Lady Augusta. How about a wager instead? Your horse and skill against mine. A race along the length of the Row. Winner takes the mare. Surely a lady who rides with the grooms will not balk at a race.”

Even in a world where fortunes were regularly won and lost on the flip of a card or the roll of the dice, Milroy was famed as a hard gambler. I had heard that he had once wagered he could find a man to eat a cat alive. The tale was most probably—and hopefully—apocryphal, but the message was the same: the man would wager a great deal upon anything.

A hot rush of competition surged through me. Leonardo was the superior horse and my own skill was easily a match for Milroy’s. I could beat him. Even so, he was asking me to race for money on public ground. A whole new level of impropriety. Moreover, such a wager in front of the grooms would inevitably bring gossip. I could not afford to attract any attention to myself. Not with what was currently at stake: Julia and I had two fugitives hiding in our house, and Lord Evan—my dear absent Evan—was being hunted by the Bow Street Magistrate for absconding and robbery. Any eyes upon us could put them all at risk.

“I think you are well aware I cannot accept such a wager, Lord Milroy,” I said. “Mr. Rampling, would you consider one hundred guineas?”

A ridiculous price, but we were in competition now and I was not going to lose.

From the corner of my eye, I saw a handsome black horse approach at a stately pace, its elegantly dressed rider instantly recognizable: Mr. Brummell.

Good God, what was he doing here? George Brummell did not usually emerge from his rooms until midday.

“Lady Augusta,” Mr. Brummell called. “Well met.”

I collected myself enough to raise my riding crop in greeting. George reined in his mount beside Leonardo and made a bow in the saddle to the two men. “Good day, Lord Milroy, and Mr. Rampling, is it not?”

Rampling straightened from his lolling slump. It was not every day that a man of his ilk was recognized by the king of fashionable society. “It is, Mr. Brummell. It is, it is indeed,” he stammered, returning my friend’s salute with vigor.

George glanced at me with a lift of his brow. It was plain he knew I was fuming.

“I have just offered Mr. Rampling one hundred guineas for his mare,” I said, as evenly as I could manage.

George raised his quizzing glass—hanging around his neck on an elegant black riband—and considered the gray with some authority. In his youth he had been a cavalryman and he knew his horseflesh. “That is rather exorbitant, my dear Lady Augusta, since she is quite lame.” He shifted his scrutiny to her rider. “You should take it, Rampling. You will never get a better price.”

“Of course I’ll take it,” Mr. Rampling said. He dismounted—an untidy affair that forced a huff of pain from the mare—and offered me the reins.

Clearly, he had agreed only because George had told him to sell; a man’s advice was always worth one hundred times more than a woman’s. Moreover, if that man happened to be “Beau” Brummell, then there could be no refusal. I gritted my teeth and took the reins. A hollow victory, but at least the horse was safe.

I turned in my saddle and waved to Thomas, waiting nearby on his mount, to join us. Upon his arrival, I handed him the reins. “Walk her back to the mews and ask John Driver to start poulticing her right foreleg.”

“Yes, my lady.” He hesitated. “Shall I return?”

“No. I will be along presently.”

With a nod and a bow, Thomas rode slowly toward the Hyde Park Gate, leading my new mare behind him.

“What is the horse’s name?” I asked Rampling.

The man shrugged. “I just call her the old gray,” he said from the ground, which, frankly, summed up the worth of the man.

“I had thought you were made of sterner stuff, Lady Augusta,” Lord Milroy said, a false smile on his thin lips. “Perhaps we will have that race one day. For a different wager.”

“Certainly,” I said, meeting his smile with my own. “I would relish defeating you again.”

Milroy straightened in the saddle.

George cleared his throat. “Will you ride with me awhile, Lady Augusta?” he asked, casting me an amused glance.

“I would be delighted.” I looked down at Rampling. “I will send my groom to return your tack, and my man of business will be in contact with you directly. Good day.” I met Milroy’s hard look. “Good day to you, too, Lord Milroy.”

George touched the brim of his hat in polite farewell and we turned our horses, quickly settling into a matched pace.

“Did I hear correctly? A wager with Milroy?” George asked when we were well out of earshot. “I would not recommend standing against him. He plays to win—no regard for the cost—and between you and me, I do not think he always plays fair.”

I glanced at my friend; the warning was odd enough, considering George’s own penchant for hard gambling, but I would never have expected him to impugn another man’s honor. Still, I could believe it of Milroy. He was in politics, after all. “He challenged me to a race down the Row for the mare, but of course I could not take him up on it.”

George smiled. “Yet you were sorely tempted, no doubt, despite the scandal that would have ensued.”

I returned the smile. “Oh, George, you have no idea how tempted.”

“I have some idea. You do like to push boundaries, don’t you?”

I snorted: that was definitely the pot calling the kettle black. George Brummell had risen from a common birth and a mediocre cavalry career to become the king of fashionable society, all on the strength of good looks, good taste, and a great deal of wit. He had not just pushed boundaries; he had vaulted over them.

He raised his quizzing glass and surveyed me. “So, you took my recommendation and went to Weston.”

I looked down at my riding outfit: a habit styled along military lines in blue superfine wool with four rows of black braid across the bodice and epaulets à la Hussar. George, of course, was the epitome of riding elegance, his own superfine blue jacket—also made by the great tailor—cut precisely across his shoulders, with immaculate buff breeches, a pristine cravat, and well-shined riding boots.

“Indeed. Thank you for the introduction. I had not expected Weston to make it himself.”

George dropped the quizzing glass back upon its riband. “But of course he did. I introduced you.” He surveyed the misty bridle way, a frown upon his handsome profile. “It is a pity there are not more riders to see our matched splendor.”

I laughed at his pained tone. “I must admit I was not expecting to see you here at this hour.”

“Alas, my own lost wager at Watier’s,” George replied.

“I did not lose the wager,” I said. “I just could not accept it. Now or ever, unfortunately. I thought you had vowed never to appear in Watier’s wager book again after that last loss.”

George had told me about the famous wager book—all gentlemen’s clubs had them, apparently—where bets, from the frivolous to the extraordinary, were recorded.

He shrugged. “I could not resist. Alvanley bet me that Lord Dannerby would not wear his usual repulsive puce this Friday past. The man had not deviated from the color for months. Alas, he arrived wearing chartreuse, and so I must accompany Alvanley here for a week. He finds galloping down the Row at this godforsaken hour the height of enjoyment, whereas he knows it is my worst nightmare.”

He lifted his chin to indicate another rider, near the Hyde Park Gate, watching us. I recognized the portly figure of Lord Alvanley, astride a big roan. I bowed in his direction, and he returned the greeting, but he did not urge his horse forward. Not joining us, then. Apparently, this conversation with George was to be private.

“I am glad to have found you here alone,” he said, compounding my sense that our meeting was not just happenstance. “I have come across some information that may involve you and your sister.”

“Indeed?” I prompted, trying to keep the wariness from my voice.

“Is it true that you have Lady Hester Belford staying with you?”

I had not expected such a blunt question. I stared at him for a long moment—too long—then busied myself with my reins. I had thought we had managed to keep the existence of our guests quiet, since most of society had already left the city for their estates. Then again, the Prince Regent had delayed going to Brighton due to the war with America and so a small number of his cabinet and entourage were still in London. How much did George actually know? Had he heard about Julia and me rescuing stolen children a month ago or liberating women from an asylum?

“Whoever told you that?” I finally asked.

He smiled across at me but said nothing.

I had always had my suspicions about George Brummell: a man so close to the Prince Regent would be in a prime position to gather intelligence. I also knew for a fact that underneath all that frippery and pleasure-seeking was a fine, strategic mind. The Home Office would, no doubt, pay well to know the activities of an unpredictable royal and the factional lords around him. And since the idea of informing upon one’s own regent and nobility was far too French for any British official—the bloody Terror being still so raw in all our minds—I was sure such a role would be designated “custodial” rather than espionage.

We walked on. Leonardo leaned his big head over and mouthed at the black’s bridle but got no response. He shook his head, snorting. I understood his frustration.

“What if Lady Hester was in fact staying with us?” I finally asked in my best nonchalant manner.

“If she were,” George said, “then I would mention that Lord Deele, the lady’s brother, is aware that she is no longer in the town of King’s Lynn and is making inquiries.”

I digested this for a few paces. George seemed to know a great deal about Hester’s situation. Did he also know about the illicit return of her other brother, Lord Evan, from the penal colony in Australia, and his involvement in our activities? Tempting to ask, but a question would be offering up information to a man whose motivations I did not fully understand.

“Has Deele heard where Lady Hester might be?” I asked instead.

“Not yet,” George said. “Nor has anyone else to my knowledge, but …”

“He will eventually,” I supplied, and received a nod from my friend.

Another problem to add to my list. When the Marquess of Deele did find Hester, he would, once again, attempt to remove his sister from her beloved Miss Grant and incarcerate her in an asylum, or find some other way to keep the women apart. At least until Hester turned thirty-five, in five years, and was no longer under his vindictive guardianship.

“Do you and Lady Julia go to the Berry sisters’ drawing room tonight?” George asked. The subject of Lady Hester was clearly at an end: information imparted and received. “Those of us still in attendance to His Highness will be present. I believe Lord Sidmouth is speaking.”

“Indeed, my sister and I will be there,” I said.

“Excellent. I look forward to your dismantling Sidmouth’s argument.” He sent me a glinting look. “And perhaps Lord Milroy’s too.”

I bowed in my saddle. “Thank you, I will do my best.” I paused, knowing that my next, more serious gratitude would no doubt be brushed aside. “And thank you for the warning about Deele and your continued goodwill.”

“You may always count on my goodwill, Augusta.”

I smiled. “Considering your cultivated capriciousness, I wonder why.”

He laughed and gestured to his Weston ensemble. “It is simple. You and I are cut from the same cloth.”

One of his puns. Yet there was another meaning behind it.

He straightened in his saddle. “Well now, if Alvanley and I are to gallop, then we should do so and get it over with. Adieu.” He saluted with his crop and turned his horse.

Did I dare ask him about Evan? It was a risk, yet I had to know.

“George,” I called.

He reined his horse in again and looked over his shoulder.

“Have you heard any other whispers about the Belfords? About the older brother?”

He raised his brows. “I hear many things, Augusta. Do be careful, my dear. Some boundaries are too dangerous to cross, even for us well-dressed people.”

And on those cryptic words, he clicked his tongue to his horse and trotted away. I watched him rejoin Alvanley at the gate, the two men immediately in deep conversation.

Did his parting words mean Julia and I should be careful about aiding Lady Hester, or was he referring to my dealings with Lord Evan Belford? Whatever the case, he seemed to know a great deal about our illicit activities.

Upon that uneasy thought, I narrowed my eyes and searched the gloomy tree line alongside the Row. It had been three long weeks since we had heard from Lord Evan, and I half hoped to see him, despite the fact that it would be madness for him to risk London. It seemed a new lover’s heart was always full of hope. And, as I was quickly discovering, doubt too. Three weeks felt like a long time to go without some kind of message, and I could not help but wonder if he still felt the same as I did. We had parted on our first kiss—a giddy, wonderful moment for me—but perhaps not as memorable for him. Had he come to his senses?

Of course, there was no sign of his lean silhouette in the remnants of the silvery mist.

I did, however, see the inevitable Bow Street Runner watching me in case he did appear. A lone figure standing at the fence—mid-height, slouch shouldered, and clad in a sober dun greatcoat. At least I hoped he was a Bow Street Runner. The other possibility crawled across my nape: could it be Mulholland, the thieftaker? He had, I believed, once worked for the Runners but had been dismissed for egregious corruption. We had heard he was hunting Lord Evan, too, and did not care if he brought his bounty in dead or alive. The descriptions of him reported sandy hair and red whiskers. I peered at the slouched figure, trying to distinguish his coloring, but the brim of his beaver hat was pulled down low and the distance between us too far for detail.

Seeing my attention upon him, the man turned and walked into the last of the low-lying mist, leaving a knot of disquiet in my innards.

I turned Leonardo and stroked his neck, preparing to gallop. I needed to outrun these megrims and ghosts. At least for the length of Rotten Row.
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By the time I trotted Leonardo into the mews behind our new Grosvenor Square home, my thoughts had shifted back to the mare I had bought and how I was going to justify the price to my sister. Perhaps if I asked Julia to name the horse, she would overlook the fact that I had paid three times the market price for a broken-down mare that we now had to stable in London at exorbitant cost.

John Driver, my coachman, emerged from the tack room.

“How was he moving today, my lady?” he asked, taking Leonardo’s bridle and receiving a muzzle nudge in the ribs for his pains.

“Very well, as you can see,” I said. “No more hint of that stiffness.”

“Good,” John said gruffly as he rubbed Leonardo’s forehead, then led him to stand beside the mounting block. “We were lucky on that score. Forgive me for saying so, my lady, but I don’t know what Lord Duffield was thinking, selling him like that to a man who rode heavy.”

I knew exactly what my brother had been thinking: How can I cause Augusta as much pain as possible? He had managed to do so, too, by selling the horse that had been my last precious gift from our late father. By God, I had been furious, and in truth I still could not forgive Duffy for such high-handedness. At least his perfidy, in the end, had not denied me my horse. Leonardo had been mysteriously delivered back to me. A gift—in absentia—from Lord Evan. Now my beautiful hunter was doubly dear to me: a gift from my father and my beloved.

“Have you had a chance to look over the gray?” I asked as I dismounted onto the block.

“I have,” John said. “Thomas told me what happened. It’s going to take some time to bring her back. She has a sweet nature, though.”

“Will she be sound again?”

“Aye. Although no thanks to the fool who nearly rode her into the ground.”

At the corner of my eye, I saw Thomas leading the limping gray toward the stables and, beyond him, two other figures, both female: one tall, bone thin, and swathed in shawls, the other smaller and in a print dress too fine for a maid. Good God, was that Lady Hester and Miss Grant? I gathered my habit skirts and hurriedly stepped down onto the flags.

What was Miss Grant thinking, bringing Lady Hester outside?

Over the last three weeks it had slowly transpired that Miss Grant was not only devoted to Lady Hester but also exceptionally stubborn, making our cohabitation increasingly strained. As I said to Julia more than once, if Miss Grant would just do as I asked instead of questioning me at every turn, then we would all be much happier. Julia had laughed and said that looking into a mirror could often be a discomfiting experience.

Miss Grant saw me crossing the flags and, with a reassuring touch to her beloved’s emaciated hand, hurried to meet me.

“What are you doing out here?” I demanded. “It is too dangerous for you to be wandering around. What if you are seen?”

Miss Grant bobbed into a curtsy but lifted her decided chin. “We are being careful, Lady Augusta. She just needed some air.” She looked back at Lady Hester leaning against the stable wall—sunken eyes closed, thin chest rising and falling in deep breaths—and lowered her voice. “In truth, now that she is strong enough to walk, she cannot abide being shut in a room too long. I think it brings back too much of the horror of her incarceration.”

I could readily believe it. I had seen her shackled to the asylum bed. Yet George Brummell’s revelations were still loud in my ears. And perhaps a little too sharp upon my tongue.

“I understand, but it is dangerous to be out here. You must return. My sister and I are doing everything we can to keep Lady Hester safe, but you must do your part.”

Miss Grant drew herself up to her full five foot five inches. Still a good four inches below my own height, yet it felt as if we were standing eye to eye. “That is unfair,” she said. “It is a half hour past dawn and I made sure only your servants were about. Or would you prefer Hester to stay in her room and scream with the horror of her memories?”

“Of course I do not want that,” I said. “Even so, you and Lady Hester are now our responsibility, and it is hard enough to keep your presence a secret without you wandering around outside.” I paused. Should I mention what George had told me, to drive home my point? No, she would tell Lady Hester, and the last thing that poor woman needed was more anxiety. I would not let any harm come to Evan’s beloved sister while she was under my protection. And that included bad news. “Please, come back inside now. Both of you.”

I ushered her toward Lady Hester, but she resisted, boots firmly planted on the ground.

“We are, of course, eternally grateful for your assistance,” she said. “But we are not your responsibility. When Hester has recovered some more strength, we will be on our way. I have every belief that Lord Evan—now that he has elected to stay in England for Hester’s sake—will help us find sanctuary. We do not wish to impose upon your and your sister’s hospitality or goodwill.”

“You are in no way imposing, nor do we want you to go,” I said hurriedly. Julia would not be pleased if our guests left prematurely on my account. And perhaps more selfishly, I did not want Evan to leave the country on their account, for I could see no possible sanctuary other than outside England.

“Thank you. However, when I have a plan for our safety, we will take our leave.”

I knew from experience that keeping loved ones safe was no easy task, but I refrained from airing my wisdom. Instead, I extended an encouraging hand toward the house. “Shall we?”

Miss Grant gave a stiff bow. “In a few minutes.”

I watched her walk back toward Lady Hester, the unease I felt at the Row now a definite sense of foreboding.

Two hours later, after regaining my composure and changing into a new blue gown, I went down to breakfast. I had, in fact, spent more time than usual choosing my ensemble. Later in the day we were expecting a call from Colonel Drysan, who had been present, twenty years ago, at the duel between Lord Evan and Mr. Sanderson that had sent Evan to the penal colony for murder.

I had organized this meeting with the colonel three weeks ago, but he had been forced to cry off due to an attack of gout. Well, that was the excuse he had alluded to in his note of apology, but I could not help wondering if he had, in fact, been avoiding the visit for some other reason. Whatever the case, I had reissued the invitation twice and he had finally agreed to make his call today.

I had high hopes for the visit. All accounts of the duel, including Evan’s own, reported that Mr. Sanderson had been fatally caught across the chest by the tip of Evan’s sword. Even so, I was not convinced that he had killed Sanderson. If there was any justice in the world, Colonel Drysan would provide some clue as to what had really happened and so set us upon the path to clear Evan’s name.

Julia was already installed at the breakfast table and intently reading a letter as she sipped her tea. She had, it seemed, dressed for the impending interview, too, for she wore a new white lace cap and a white gown with a dusky rose over-tunic—a heartening departure from the sorrow-drenched grays and purples she usually wore in memory of Robert, her late betrothed.

I was glad of the change, but I could not help noting that it had occurred after Mr. Kent, the Bow Street Runner, had visited us. Admittedly, the man had risked his policing career by obscuring the facts about Lady Hester’s rescue, and then compounded that risk by coming to warn us that the thieftaker Mulholland was now pursuing Lord Evan. Even so, it was clear the real reason he had called upon us was to see Julia. There was no doubt he was a charming man, but, as I reminded my sister, he was also a Runner who would have no compunction about arresting Lord Evan if given the chance. A rather awkward situation, all round.

Julia looked up from her letter and smiled as I took my seat. “Oh, you do look nice,” she said, then lifted the thick packet she was perusing. “I have received a letter from Miss Sarah Ponsonby.”

“Sarah Ponsonby? One of the Ladies of Llangollen?” The surprise of my sister’s correspondent temporarily overtook my own news. When we were very young, the Ladies of Llangollen were still one of the biggest scandals in society—two ladies of quality who had run away together to live in Wales. Time, however, had taken them from scandal to oddity, and their singular arrangement was now more or less accepted by the bon ton. “I did not know you wrote to Miss Ponsonby.”

“You do not know everything about me,” Julia said.

I refrained from answering. We used to share everything, but lately something had changed, creating a greater distance between us. Perhaps it was the advent of Mr. Kent. Or maybe it was our disagreement about the best treatment for the tumor in her breast. She firmly claimed faith in her doctor and her God. Whereas I had faith in neither.

“Miss Ponsonby and I have been writing—on and off—since the year of the French truce,” Julia added. “We met at that dinner Lord and Lady Davenport hosted at their estate. Do you remember? The two little ladies in the somber gowns with white ruff collars?”

I did not. It was, after all, ten years ago, and I had not been gifted with the same phenomenal memory as my twin.

“Anyway,” Julia continued, “since Miss Ponsonby and Lady Butler have gone against all convention and the wishes of their families to live together as close companions, I thought maybe she would have some wisdom to share in regard to Lady Hester and Miss Grant.”

“Good God, Julia, you did not tell Miss Ponsonby about Lady Hester, did you?” I asked. “All of society visits them in Wales on their way north. They know everyone. If they mention us and Lady Hester in the same breath, it will get back to Lord Deele. I wish you had consulted me before you did such a thing.”

“Of course I did not tell her. I am not a fool,” Julia said, frowning over the top of the letter. “You are not the only one in this house who can think strategically.”

“Well, what did you write, then?” I asked, somewhat ungraciously.

“I described, in only the vaguest terms, two ladies of our acquaintance who wished to set up a home together against the wishes of their families. Miss Ponsonby’s reply is quite touching, Gus. She says that it will be hard for the ladies to withstand the coaxing and coercion of family and friends, not to mention the scorn of society, but if it is truly what they wish, then to stand firm. I can only imagine what she and Lady Butler went through to find their happiness.”

At least Julia’s letter seemed vague enough not to have raised any singular interest. And we had never been socially linked to Lady Hester before she had been incarcerated. Perhaps no harm had been done, after all.

Biting back further remonstrance, I said, “Lady Hester and Miss Grant do not need any advice to stand firm. It is all they have done for the past three years.” I looked across at the empty chair opposite. “I see Miss Grant is not yet down for breakfast.”

Was she avoiding me after our confrontation?

“She is taking a tray with Lady Hester,” Julia said. “She seems somewhat out of sorts.”

So, that was a resounding yes.

I waited until Weatherly, our butler, had finished pouring my cup of coffee, then shifted a small vase of sad-looking Michaelmas daisies out of the way of the imminent sweep of my newspaper. Ever since we had moved in, Julia had made a point of sending one of our maids out every morning to buy a posy from the old flower woman who sat at the gates of the square’s central garden. According to our neighbors, the old woman had been there nigh on thirty years, scraping a living. Julia was now on a campaign to make every house in the square buy a daily posy. A challenge, since our neighbors were not generous and the flowers not particularly well-kept.

Julia put down the letter from Miss Ponsonby and opened her gold pillbox, choosing one of the blue mass pills prescribed by Dr. Thorgood for the breast tumor. She took one every day, as instructed, but frankly I could see no benefit from them. In my view it was well past time for a second opinion.

“Oh, and I have asked Cook to make a pound cake and a selection of biscuits for Colonel Drysan’s call today,” she added.

“A good thought. Cook’s baking does seem to put our male guests into good humor,” I said in a bland voice. Mr. Kent was particularly fond of Cook’s almond macaroons.

Julia placed the pill in her mouth and took a sip of tea, a toss of her head doing service both to wash down the medicine and to answer my jibe.

“Do not expect too much from Colonel Drysan, Gus,” she said, snapping shut her pillbox. “Twenty years is a long time. He may not remember anything.”

True, but I could not help hoping for some revelation. Julia picked up the next letter on the small stack, made a small sound of surprise, then broke open the wax with a flick of her thumb. I caught sight of the direction on the packet: written in Duffy’s impatient scrawl. What did our dear brother want now? Well, he would have to wait; I had a confession to make, as well as Brummell’s troubling news to impart.

“I rode the Row this morning, at dawn,” I said into the silence.

Julia looked up from the letter. “You rode with the grooms? Oh, Gus, really? At least tell me you took Thomas for propriety.”

“I did. It was exactly what I needed, my dear. A good gallop.” She opened her mouth to continue her protest, but I hurried on to the meat of the matter. “I came across Lord Milroy. He was with a Mr. Rampling, who was riding a lovely gray mare. The thing is, Julia, he was riding her lame, and even when I told him, he would not dismount. So I rather saw red and ended up buying her.”

“You bought her?” Julia echoed. “Gus, you cannot save everything in the world. Last week it was that cat with one ear, and now a horse? We have enough on our plates at the moment dealing with our new friends.” She glanced upward to the next floor, where Lady Hester and Miss Grant were situated. Although considering Miss Grant’s recently aired thoughts, perhaps they were not.

“The fool was going to damage her just because he did not want to walk, Julia. I could not bear it. John Driver says she will come good. You would have done the same.”

“I doubt it,” Julia said dryly. “You are rather formidable when you ‘see red.’” She eyed me with resignation. “Perhaps we can use her for the servants’ gig.”

“A good thought,” I said with conciliatory enthusiasm, although the mare would be the most expensive gig horse in history. Before Julia thought to ask what I had paid, I added, “You will never guess who else I met there. George Brummell. And he had some rather disquieting news.”

With a glance, I gathered Weatherly into the conversation. He had accompanied us on all our missions of rescue and had proved himself as capable with his fists as he was with a wine inventory. I suspected he enjoyed an adventure as much as I did.

They both listened intently as I reported my conversation with Mr. Brummell, including his odd warning at the end.

“You trust Mr. Brummell’s information, my lady?” Weatherly asked when I had finished.

“I do. If anyone would know what is happening within society, it is the Beau. I think we will have only a matter of a week or two before Deele discovers his sister is in London and takes action.”

Julia sighed. “I do not know what is to be done with Lady Hester. She is still far too fragile to be moved. Besides, where would we move her to?”

“She may be fragile, but at least she is up and walking now. I saw her and Miss Grant in the stables.” I paused, letting that information settle. “I spoke to Miss Grant and she is adamant that once Lady Hester is recovered, they will be on their way.”

Julia frowned. “They were in the stables?”

“Indeed. Miss Grant told me Lady Hester cannot abide being shut in a room for too long. It brings back the horror of the asylum. Even so, it was very reckless. Particularly since I think the Runners may still be watching us.”

Or someone worse, but I had no evidence of that other than my own fear.

Julia shook her head. “I cannot imagine what she went through. We must work out a way for her to be more comfortable while she is here. Did you tell them about Mr. Brummell’s warning?”

“No.”

“Whyever not?”

“For Hester’s sake; she does not need that burden upon her recovery. And I rather think it would propel them into premature action.”

Weatherly offered me the bakery basket. I chose a dark baked roll and nodded my thanks.

“If I may say,” he said, “I concur with you, Lady Augusta. If you wish it, I could arrange for myself and the footmen to ensure they do not go outside. Politely, of course.”

“Absolutely not!” Julia said. “They have suffered enough anguish over Lady Hester’s incarceration. We must not add to their distress by incarcerating them here in our home, even in a polite manner.”

Although it worried me that someone might happen upon them outside, my sister was right. I nodded my agreement.

“That is a relief,” Weatherly said. “I thought I should offer the obvious solution, but I would not be easy with the task.”

I saw the memory of the asylum and its pitiful inhabitants in his face. He and Julia had not seen the worst of it, but there had been enough anguish in that experience for us all. Moreover, the mistreatment of the women must have brought back memories of his own early, brutalized years, before he was a free man. He had not told me much about his youth, but I had read Mr. Wilberforce’s abolitionist reports.

“We would never want to place you in a position that compromised your principles, Weatherly,” I said firmly. Although considering the last few months, that was rather a grand promise.

“Goodness no,” Julia added vehemently. “But as it stands, we must come up with a plan to find a safe haven for them that is close enough that the journey will not harm Hester’s recovery.”

“It will not be easy.” I tilted my chin at the letter on the table. “What is the news there? If Duffy and Harriet are still on their honeymoon, perhaps we could tuck Lady Hester and Miss Grant at Duffield House for a week or two.”

Julia picked up the letter again. “Alas, they have already returned, somewhat prematurely, it seems, due to … well, you will hear their reasons.”

She read from the letter.

We were disappointed in the Peak District and Harriet cannot conceive why it is lauded so much. Nor did we find the Lake District to our liking—the environs cold and the society disappointing. We do so dislike the accents in those parts—Harriet declares she cannot understand a word anyone says and believes that they speak so on purpose. Not to mention the boorish manners. We considered traveling to Scotland, but in truth it held no lure and, since I have given up the Bath let as the city no longer appeals to Harriet, we have returned to Hanover Square to settle in properly. We will then repair to Duffield House for Christmas.

“How could they not be pleased by the Lake District?” I demanded, ignoring the fact that Duffy had ceased letting the house in Bath, a residence our father had taken for our health and enjoyment. I also did not remark upon the fact that he and Harriet were now in London but not inclined to relate their adventures—or, rather, lack of adventures—to us in person. Purely, I knew, to snub me. I had figured I would be persona non grata with Duffy after I absconded from his wedding, and to be perfectly honest, it did not sting as it probably should have. However, I would sorely miss the Bath residence.

“I rather think Duffy and Harriet are incapable of being pleased by anything,” Julia said, uncharacteristically tart. She tapped the letter. “Duffy goes on to invite me to Christmas at Duffield, but …” She trailed off and I could read the next in her face.

“Does not invite me.” I crossed my arms. “I suppose it is to be expected.”

It did hurt to be barred from Duffield House at Christmas too. A lifelong tradition ripped away.

“I will not go either,” my twin said staunchly.

“Thank you, my dear, but I rather think you must. I do not wish to drive a wedge between you and our only remaining family.” I saw Julia about to resist and added, “One thing is certain: I would not trust Duffy to keep Lady Hester safe. He would more likely hand her over to Deele.”

“Sadly, that is true,” Julia said. “Let us think on the problem. In the meantime, I will speak to Miss Grant and apprise her of Mr. Brummell’s warning.”

“Do you really think that is wise?” I asked. Behind her, Weatherly’s face held the same dubious expression as my own. 

“I think it is right,” Julia said.

Wise and right were not always the same, but I did not voice the thought. Instead, I broke open my bread roll and settled in to eat and wait—impatiently—for Colonel Drysan to make his call. Maybe he would impart something useful, or incriminating, that might hold the key to my beloved’s exoneration. And that restoration of Evan’s good name might, in turn, provide Lady Hester with a brother-guardian who did not seek to rip her from the arms of Miss Grant and incarcerate her in an asylum again.

A lot to place upon a polite interrogation held over tea and pound cake.
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Colonel Drysan, retired, eyed Cook’s elaborately iced creation set on the low table between us and said, “Thank you, Lady Julia. Most kind, most kind. I would not say no to a slice.”

A circuitous way of saying yes, but I was quickly discovering this was how the colonel expressed himself: every thought in his head uttered, the words often circling around the subject until they met in some semblance of his true meaning. It was not what I expected from a former military man whose correspondence with me had been crisp and brief, nor from a man who I thought might be a suspect in Mr. Sanderson’s murder.

Julia cut an enormous slice—the sound of the knife chinking against the cake stand seeming to add emphasis to its size—and slid it onto a plate. She handed it to the colonel with a warm smile. We had dismissed our footman, for discretion, and Julia was doing her charming best to make our visitor feel comfortable. The colonel, however, was still sitting ramrod straight on the sofa opposite us. He had clearly been, by breadth of shoulder and chest, a burly man in his prime, but the years since retirement had settled around his middle and now strained his well-cut navy waistcoat. He had also limped into the room upon a handsome mahogany walking stick, so perhaps he had been truly afflicted with the gout, after all.

We had finally gotten through the inquiries after his health—greatly improved, it seemed, although I did glaze over during his response, so maybe not—and his thoughts upon the cold weather—not unseasonable, mind you, but rather unusual for October, so, yes, quite unseasonable—and I was impatient to move on to the first purpose of the meeting: what he remembered of the duel.

I sat forward.

“Tea?” Julia asked him.

Damn. I sat back, waiting for his response to wend its way toward positive or negative.

Apparently, he was, indeed, thirsty.

Julia poured him a cup and said, “You must be wondering why we have asked you here, Colonel.” She passed the tea across and shot a quelling glance at me, sensing my irritation. “My sister and I are hoping you will answer some questions about an event twenty years ago. The duel between Mr. Sanderson and Lord Evan Belford.”

The colonel, in the middle of settling his cup and saucer, blinked blankly at my sister. “The duel?” he said, his astonishment moving him to utter two direct words.

“Yes,” I said, sitting forward again. “By all reports you were with Mr. Sanderson at the moment of his passing. Is that correct?”

His slightly protuberant eyes swiveled to me. “Mr. Sanderson?”

“Indeed,” I said, trying to keep the impatience from my voice. “Mr. Sanderson.”

“Sanderson,” he echoed. “I have not heard that name for many a year. Sanderson.” He mused for a moment. “Sanderson.”

“Yes, Sanderson,” I agreed. “Would you be willing to relate your memories of that morning?”

“It was twenty years ago,” he said. “I do not have a clear memory of it at all.”

“Please, do try, Colonel,” Julia urged gently. “We would be most grateful.”

Few people can resist Julia’s sweetness. With a sigh, he began a somewhat rambling and patchy account of the duel that did not diverge in any important way from the reports I had already read in the Gentleman’s Magazine: Sanderson had accused Lord Evan of cheating at cards at White’s club; a challenge was issued and accepted. At the dawn meeting, Sanderson was pinked by Lord Evan across the chest and upon that injury had retreated to the tree line with the colonel, Lord Cholton, who was Lord Evan’s friend and acting as his second, and the doctor in attendance. The doctor had then begun to treat the superficial wound, but Sanderson died.

“Were you in attendance upon your friend the whole time?” I asked.

“As far as I can recall, but”—he paused—“Sanderson was not my friend, Lady Augusta. No, indeed, I would not have called him a friend at all.”

I glanced at Julia, whose face wore the bemusement I felt. “But you were his second,” she said.

We had both assumed that acting as Sanderson’s second implied some sort of friendship—a second could be called upon to settle a matter of honor if the challenged, or indeed the challenger, did not appear. Surely, only a friend would put themselves in such danger.

“Yes, yes, I was his second. But not as his friend. It was a business arrangement, you see,” the colonel said.

I did not see at all. “An arrangement?”

“Not sure I should say.” He peered first at me and then at Julia, assessing our suitability to hear his clarification. Evidently, we passed inspection, for he continued. “Well, it all happened a long time ago. Sanderson held a fistful of my vowels—a few months of mischance at the bones—and I was in danger of falling foul, so when he requested me to step up as second with the offer of ripping up the letters, I saw a chance to clear the decks.”

He nodded at this expansion and lifted his cup, taking a restorative sip of tea.

I worked my way through the masculine idioms: a fistful of vowels were IOUs, caused by a run of bad luck at playing dice. The colonel had been having trouble paying back his debt of honor and Sanderson had offered to discharge the debt if the colonel stood as his second.

Not a motive for murder in any way. In fact, more likely the opposite.

“So you did not know him well?” I asked.

He was mid-mouthful of a large bite of cake and swallowed hurriedly, dabbing at his mouth with the napkin.

“As well as I wanted to,” he finally said. “Not one to talk ill of the dead—bad form, bad form indeed—but he wasn’t up to snuff in any way.” He pondered Sanderson’s deficiencies for a second, then added, “Can’t rightly say I recall anyone who would have called him their friend.”

“What made him so objectionable?” Julia asked.

“He was genial enough on the surface, but his core”—the colonel tapped his chest—“nasty. Took pleasure in humiliating people. Saw him hit a maid once for no reason. When I asked him why, he said she wanted the attention.” He shook his head. “Belonged to a club that—” He stopped. “Well, it was bad. Tried to get me to go, but no, not for me. Not interested in that kind of thing. He probably had friends there, but I could not rightly say.”

So, not many people liked Sanderson, but did anyone dislike him enough to want him dead? I needed to talk to someone who knew more about his life. “What kind of club was it, Colonel? Does it still exist?” I asked.

We came under assessment again. He shook his head. “You do not wish to know about it, Lady Augusta. Not for the ears of ladies, or anyone decent, come to that.” He shook his head. “Bad business.”

Since the ears of this lady were not as delicate as he thought, I said, “You are not referring to the Hellfire Club, are you?”

Beside me, Julia stiffened. “Augusta!”

The Hellfire Club had been a gentlemen’s club created by Sir Francis Dashwood that was notorious for its dark rituals and orgies. I had read about it in one of my father’s journal subscriptions. Not a subject talked about in polite company, let alone the company of two spinster ladies. Nor one that my sister would want to hear about.

I glanced at Julia: Sorry, my dear, I must ask more.

Julia compressed her lips: If you must.

“As far as my knowledge goes, that club disbanded mid–last century,” I ventured. “Although I hear that Lord Byron has tried to revive it.”

“I do not refer to Dashwood’s gatherings or Lord Byron’s recent attempt,” the colonel managed to say. He was clearly disturbed by my blithe knowledge of depraved clubs but had rallied. “No, the club that Sanderson belonged to was much worse. Much worse indeed. They called themselves the Exalted Brethren of Rack and Ruin but I do not know if it still continues today. I do not wish to know.”

Rack and ruin—both slang words for cheap liquor. A juvenile name, but then there were many ridiculously named clubs in London: the Sublime Society of Beefsteaks and the Most Ancient and Most Puissant Order of the Beggar’s Benison and Merryland to name two.

“What do you mean, worse than Dashwood’s club?” my sister asked, beating me to the question. “What can be worse than black sacraments and group congress?”

The colonel and I stared at Julia. The colonel, I think, shocked by the idea that Lady Julia Colebrook had just uttered the words group congress, and I because I had not expected my sister to have any knowledge of the Hellfire Club’s activities. Perhaps she had found the same article that I had in our father’s library.

The colonel was moved to a one-word answer. “Justine.”

I was blank for a moment, then realized he meant the Marquis de Sade’s novel. My good friend Charlotte, Lady Davenport, had lent me her French copy when it made its way across the channel in the brief truce of 1802. It had been eye-opening to say the least, and I did not find it a wonder that Bonaparte had imprisoned its author. “Are you saying the club dealt in torture? In sexual torture?” I asked. At the periphery of my vision, I saw Julia turn to stare at me in return. I had never told her I had read the book—in her eyes, just reading it would put my soul in danger.

“I never attended,” the colonel said hurriedly, “but it was what Sanderson implied. And I could readily believe such activities would suit his tastes.”

Did this club have some sort of connection to Sanderson’s death? If he had indeed dabbled in the darkest recesses of the human heart, then perhaps he had made dark enemies along the way.

“And you have no idea of its whereabouts or if it still continues?” I asked.

He shook his head.

“Please, search your memory, it may be important,” I pressed. “Even a member’s name from twenty years ago might help.”

“I think it was near Covent Garden, behind St. Paul’s, and I know of only one other member, but his name will not help you. He is probably dead by now.”

“Even so,” I said.

The colonel shrugged. “Lord Evan Belford.”

I stared at him. “What?”

He eyed my shock. “Were you acquainted with him?”

“Only in passing,” Julia interjected, for I could not make a sound.

“I have always thought that maybe he murdered Sanderson over something to do with that club,” the colonel said, picking up his cake again. “Or maybe not. Whatever the case, justice was served. The story came to its rightful end: Belford was found guilty and transported, and I discharged my IOUs. Si finis bonus est totum bonum erit.” He paused, the cake halfway to his mouth. “That means all is well that ends well,” he added kindly for the unlearned women before him.

“The actual translation is ‘If the end is good, all will be good,’” I said through my teeth.

And if I had anything to say about it, we were far from reaching the end of this story.

As soon as the drawing room door closed behind the colonel, I rose from my chair and paced to the window, staring down at the square’s central garden. The trees were already bare of leaves, the gravel paths deserted in the cold morning.

“I do not believe it,” I said, turning from the bleak view. “Lord Evan would not belong to such a club. Nor would he withhold vital information about his dealings with Sanderson.”

Julia watched from her chair. “I agree, it does seem unlikely. Perhaps the colonel is mistaken about the club—he did say he does not recall a great deal. But even if it is true, Gus, it was twenty years ago. All of us have changed.”

I pressed my hands together, perhaps to squeeze away the tiny seed of doubt that had been sown. “To be involved in a club that—” No, I would not voice such reprehensible activities. “The colonel did seem very certain.” I turned to my twin. “Oh, Julia, what if it is true?”

She rose from her chair and joined me at the window, her hand finding mine. As ever, the warmth of her grasp brought some measure of calm. She looked me squarely in my eyes—a prelude, I knew, to an important pronouncement—but I could not help noting that the crisp autumn light accentuated the darkness under her eyes and the drawn hollows of her cheeks.

“Trust him and trust your knowledge of him,” she said. “If you do not think he would belong to such a club, then do not torment yourself with useless imaginings.”

Good advice; the man I knew would not take pleasure in causing pain. Yet even through my distress, another—somewhat more opportunistic—thought arrived. “Still, if Lord Evan does know something of the club, then he might also know more about its members. Someone who might have more information about Sanderson.”

Julia drew back, her mouth twisting wryly. “I see where this is going.”

I squeezed her hand, hoping for understanding. “We have to speak to him.” Even under the dubious circumstances, the chance to see Evan again sang in my heart.

“It is too dangerous, my dear. You said yourself Mr. Kent’s Runners may still be watching us. Besides, how do you propose to find him? We have no way of sending him a message.”

True, in both cases. Someone was watching us, and since Lord Evan was supposed to be on his way to Jamaica, we had not organized a method of contact other than by letter when he had settled on the island. I had no idea where he might be. Certainly not London, since it was too dangerous, but that left a great deal of England to search.

“I could try the White Hart again, where he used to stay. Or maybe try to track where he went from Mr. Solson’s when he bought back Leonardo.” I was not, however, convinced by either option.

Neither was Julia. “Frankly, he would be mad to go back to the White Hart, and it would be impossible to track him.” She considered the problem for a moment, then a small smile appeared. “What paper does he read?”

“The Times, of course.” I caught up with my sister’s cleverness. “Ah, an advertisement.”

“Something that only you and he would understand.” She compressed her lips for a moment but could not quite contain her mirth. “Maybe a matrimonial advertisement: Lady of Quality seeks highwayman of good character.”

I snorted and, despite the seriousness of the situation, couldn’t resist adding, “Must be of a quiet and sympathetic nature, highly principled, and an excellent shot.”

Julia bent over, helpless with giggling, and clasped my arms for support. “Must exceed a height of six foot, dance every dance, and be accomplished in all the manly arts: fencing, riding, and stealing horses.”

“He did not steal Leonardo!” I protested.

“But he stole Sir Reginald’s horse.”

I had to concede the point. “For a good cause, though.” I gathered some mock severity. “We will come up with something more appropriate than a matrimonial advertisement, thank you very much.”

My sister’s face sobered, the laughter gone. “But would you marry him if nothing stood in your way?”

I had not expected the question. But then again, it was not the question she was asking. I took both her hands from my shoulders and held them tightly in my own. “I am not going anywhere, dearheart,” I said.

“But you may, one day, if we can clear Lord Evan’s name.”

“You know I would never leave you alone.” It was her biggest fear: to be left alone. To die, alone.

And yet, if we did somehow rehabilitate Lord Evan Belford in the eyes of society, would I truly be able to deny my love? I had done so once already—watching him ride away from me on his way to Jamaica—and I knew the cost to my heart.
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It took an hour or so for us to settle on the advertisement for The Times.

MR LENNOX of Cheltenham. Renegade and Leonardo send their regards. Suggest meet at noon on Thursday 22nd at the place where it all started. Urgent. Respond likewise.

“Renegade?” Julia asked.

My cheeks heated, but I could not help smiling. “It is what he calls me.”

“I see,” she said, at her most opaque.

We debated using the name Hargate instead of Lennox, but Julia remembered that Mr. Kent knew that it had been Evan’s highwayman alias. Lennox, however, was a name Evan had used only a few times and so was not widely known. I hoped it would catch my love’s attention when he read the paper. If he was, indeed, currently reading the paper.

“I think we should tell Lady Hester that we are attempting to contact her brother,” Julia said. “She will, no doubt, wish to communicate with him too.”

Something clenched within me. “I think we should wait until he answers,” I said. “I do not want to raise her hopes if he does not. Besides, the fewer who know our plans, the better.”

Julia surveyed me for a long moment. “As you wish.”

Now, how best to get it to Printing House Square and the Times office? I glanced at the mantel clock.

“It is gone five o’clock,” I said. Damn, by the time we got there, the paper would be closed to notices. “Too late to put it in now. I shall have to wait until tomorrow morning.”

“Gone five?” Julia said. “Lud, we must dress for the Berrys’.”

In all the focus upon the advertisement and Lord Evan, I had forgotten we were expected at the Berry sisters’ soiree.

“I am not in the mood,” I said.

“Nonsense,” Julia said, leading the way to the door. “You love the debate. Besides, it will take your mind off Colonel Drysan’s revelation.”

I followed her from the room. I would go to the Berrys’, of course, but nothing was going to take my mind off the possibility that Lord Evan might be associated with the Exalted Brethren of Rack and Ruin.

The Misses Berry held their famed “circle” at their home in North Audley Street. A rather modest abode, but neat and pleasant, rather like its two celebrated tenants.

We were met at the door by a young maid who bobbed a curtsy and took our wraps. Julia cast her eyes around the small hallway, painted in fashionable green and decorated with a rather flattering marble bust of the elder sister, Mary Berry, set upon a plinth. Sculpted, I remembered, by her good friend Mrs. Anne Damer.

“They have a new sideboard since we were last here,” Julia murmured. “Chesterfield. Very nice.” She cocked her head, eyeing the oak bureau that stood alongside the staircase that led upstairs. I suspected my sister would be consulting the Chesterfield catalog when we returned home.

“Lady Augusta, how lovely
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