[image: Duke of Midnight]

    
      
        
          
            
              
              
                Praise for Elizabeth Hoyt:
              
            

          

        

      

       

      ‘Hoyt’s writing is almost too good to be true’ Lisa Kleypas, New York Times bestselling author

       

      ‘Hoyt brings steamy sensuality to the slums of early 18th-century London in this engaging series… enhanced by earthy, richly detailed characterisations and deft historical touches’

      Publishers Weekly 

       

      ‘Hoyt has made Maiden Lane a place where danger and desire merge and legend, love, fairy tale and classic romance all seamlessly blend together’ Romantic Times

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      Elizabeth Hoyt is a New York Times bestselling author of historical romance. She lives in central Illinois with her husband, two children and three dogs. Elizabeth is always more than happy to receive missives from her readers. You can write to her at: P.O. Box 17134, Urbana, IL 61873.

       

      Visit Elizabeth Hoyt online:

       

      www.elizabethhoyt.com 

      www.twitter.com/elizabethhoyt 

      www.facebook.com/ElizabethHoytBooks 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              By Elizabeth Hoyt
            

          

        

      

      Maiden Lane series:

      Wicked Intentions

      Notorious Pleasures

      Scandalous Desires

      Thief of Shadows

      Lord of Darkness

      Duke of Midnight

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Piatkus

           

          
            978-1-4055-1553-5

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © 2013 Nancy M. Finney

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Excerpt from Wicked Intentions copyright © 2010 by Nancy M. Finney

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          
            PIATKUS
          

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          100 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DY

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      Duke of Midnight
    

    
      
        Table of Contents
      

      
        	
          
            
            
              Praise for Elizabeth Hoyt:
            
          
        

        	
          
            
            About the Author
          
        

        	
          
            
            By Elizabeth Hoyt
          
        

        	
          
            COPYRIGHT
          
        

        	
          
            
            Dedication
          
        

        	
          
            
            Acknowledgments
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter One 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Two 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Three 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Four 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Five 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Six 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Seven 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Eight 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Nine 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Ten 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Eleven 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twelve 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Thirteen 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fourteen 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Fifteen 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Sixteen 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Seventeen 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Eighteen 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Nineteen 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Chapter Twenty 
          
        

        	
          
            
            Epilogue
          
        

        	
          
            
            Wicked Intentions.
          
        

        	
          
            
            Advertisement
          
        

        	
          
            
            Advertisement
          
        

        	
          
            
            Advertisement
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      For my agent, Susannah Taylor: fifteen books, eight years, two unfortunate manuscripts under the bed, one novella, and innumerable moments filled with laughter, friendship, and chocolate. This one’s for you.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Acknowledgments
            

          

        

      

      Thank you to my Facebook friend, Anna Carrasco, for naming Percy the spaniel!

      As always, thank you to my wonderful agent, Susannah Taylor; my talented editor, Amy Pierpont; the glorious Grand Central Publishing art department; and my poor, overworked copy editor, Mark Steven Long, who has probably started involuntarily flinching at the sight of em dashes.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One
          

          
            
              [image: Acknowledgments]
            
          

          

        

      

      
        Many a tale I’ve told, but none so strange as the legend of the Herla King…

        
          — from The Legend of the Herla King
        

      

       

      JULY 1740

      LONDON, ENGLAND

      Artemis Greaves did not like to think herself a cynical person, but when the masked figure dropped into the moonlit alley to confront the three toughs already menacing her and her cousin, the hand on the knife in her boot tightened.

      It seemed only prudent.

      He was big and wore a harlequin’s motley – black-and-red diamond leggings and tunic, black jackboots, a hat with a wide, floppy brim, and a black half mask with a grotesquely outsized nose. Harlequins were meant to be clowns – a silly entertainment – but no one in the dark alley was laughing. The harlequin uncoiled from his crouch with a lethal movement so elegant Artemis’s breath caught in her throat. He was like a jungle cat – wild and without a trace of compassion – and like a jungle cat his attack held no hesitation.

      He launched himself at the three men.

      Artemis stared, still kneeling, her hand gripping the little blade sheathed in her boot. She’d never seen anyone fight like this – with a kind of brutal grace, two swords flashing at once through the shadows, too swift for the human eye to follow.

      The first of the three men dropped, rolling to lie still and dazed. On the other side of the fight Artemis’s cousin, Lady Penelope Chadwicke, whimpered, cringing away from the bleeding man. A second man lunged, but the harlequin ducked, sweeping his outstretched leg under his opponent’s feet, then kicked the man to the ground and kicked him once more – viciously – in the face. The harlequin rose, already striking at the third man. He hammered the butt of his sword against his opponent’s temple.

      The man collapsed with a squishy thud.

      Artemis swallowed drily.

      The dingy little lane was suddenly quiet, the crumbling buildings on either side seeming to loom inward with decrepit menace. The harlequin pivoted, not even breathing hard, his boot heels scraping on cobblestones, and glanced at Penelope. She still sobbed fearfully against the wall.

      His head swiveled silently as he looked from Penelope to Artemis.

      Artemis inhaled as she met the cold eyes glittering behind his sinister mask.

      Once upon a time she had believed that most people were kind. That God watched over her and that if she were honest and good and always offered the last piece of raspberry tart to someone else first, then, even though sad things might happen, in the end everything would work out for the best. That was before, though. Before she’d lost both her family and the man who’d professed to love her more than the sun itself. Before her beloved brother had been wrongly imprisoned in Bedlam. Before she’d been so wretchedly desperate and alone that she’d wept tears of relieved gratitude when she’d been offered a position as her silly cousin’s lady’s companion.

      Before, Artemis would’ve fallen upon this grim harlequin with cries of thanks for having rescued them in the nick of time.

      Now, Artemis narrowed her eyes at the masked man and wondered why he’d come to the aid of two lone women wandering the dangerous streets of St. Giles at midnight.

      She winced.

      Perhaps she had grown a trifle cynical.

      He strode to her in two lithe steps and stood over her. She saw those intense eyes move from the hand on her pathetic knife to her face. His wide mouth twitched – in amusement? Irritation? Pity? She doubted the last, but she simply couldn’t tell – and bizarrely, she wanted to. It mattered, somehow, what this stranger thought of her – and, of course, what he intended to do to her.

      Holding her gaze, he sheathed his short sword and pulled the gauntlet off his left hand with his teeth. He held out his bare hand to her.

      She glanced at the proffered hand, noticing the dull glint of gold on the smallest finger, before laying her palm in his. His hand was hot as he gripped her tightly and pulled her upright before him. She was so close that if she leaned forward a couple of inches she could’ve brushed her lips across his throat. She watched the pulse of his blood beat there, strong and sure, before she lifted her gaze. His head was cocked almost as if he were examining her – searching for something in her face.

      She drew in a breath, opening her mouth to ask a question.

      Which was when Penelope launched herself at the harlequin’s back. Penelope screamed – obviously nearly out of her mind with fear – as she beat uselessly at the harlequin’s broad shoulders.

      He reacted, of course. He turned, yanking his hand from Artemis’s fingers as he lifted one arm to push Penelope aside. But Artemis tightened her hand on his. It was instinct, for she certainly wouldn’t have tried to hold him back otherwise. As his fingers left hers, something fell into her palm.

      Then he was shoving Penelope aside and loping swiftly down the lane.

      Penelope panted, her hair half down, a scratch across her lovely face. “He might’ve killed us!”

      “What?” Artemis asked, tearing her gaze away from the end of the lane where the masked man had disappeared.

      “That was the Ghost of St. Giles,” Penelope said. “Didn’t you recognize him? They say he’s a ravisher of maidens and a cold-blooded murderer!”

      “He was rather helpful for a cold-blooded murderer,” Artemis said as she bent to lift the lantern. She’d set it down when the toughs had appeared at the end of the alley. Fortunately, it had survived the fight without being knocked over. She was surprised to see that the lantern’s light wavered. Her hand was shaking. She drew in a calming breath. Nerves wouldn’t get them out of St. Giles alive.

      She glanced up to see Penelope pouting.

      “But you were very brave to defend me,” Artemis added hastily.

      Penelope brightened. “I was, wasn’t I? I fought off a terrible rogue! That’s much better than drinking a cup of gin at midnight in St. Giles. I’m sure Lord Featherstone will be very impressed.”

      Artemis rolled her eyes as she turned swiftly back the way they’d come. Lord Featherstone was at the moment her least favorite person in the world. A silly society gadfly, it was he who had teased Penelope into accepting a mad wager to come into St. Giles at midnight, buy a tin cup of gin, and drink it. They’d nearly been killed – or worse – because of Lord Featherstone.

      And they still weren’t out of St. Giles yet.

      If only Penelope weren’t so set on becoming daring – loathsome word – in order to attract the attention of a certain duke, she might not have fallen for Lord Featherstone’s ridiculous dare. Artemis shook her head and kept a wary eye out as she hurried out of the alley and into one of the myriad of narrow lanes that wound through St. Giles. The channel running down the middle of the lane was clogged with something noxious, and she made sure not to look as she trotted by. Penelope had quieted, following almost docilely. A stooped, shadowy figure came out of one of the sagging buildings. Artemis stiffened, preparing to run, but the man or woman scurried away at the sight of them.

      Still, she didn’t relax again until they turned the corner and saw Penelope’s carriage, left standing in a wider street.

      “Ah, here we are,” Penelope said, as if they were returning from a simple stroll along Bond Street. “That was quite exciting, wasn’t it?”

      Artemis glanced at her cousin incredulously – and a movement on the roof of the building across the way caught her eye. A figure crouched there, athletic and waiting. She stilled. As she watched, he raised a hand to the brim of his hat in mocking salute.

      A shiver ran through her.

      “Artemis?” Penelope had already mounted the steps to the carriage.

      She tore her gaze away from the ominous figure. “Coming, Cousin.”

      Artemis climbed into the carriage and sat tensely on the plush indigo squabs. He’d followed them, but why? To discover who they were? Or for a more benign reason – to make sure that they had reached the carriage safely?

      Silly, she scolded herself – it did no good to indulge in flights of romantic fancy. She doubted that a creature such as the Ghost of St. Giles cared very much for the safety of two foolish ladies. No doubt he had reasons of his own for following them.

      “I cannot wait to tell the Duke of Wakefield of my adventure tonight,” Penelope said, interrupting Artemis’s thoughts. “He’ll be terribly surprised, I’ll wager.”

      “Mmm,” Artemis murmured noncommittally. Penelope was very beautiful, but would any man want a wife so hen-witted that she ventured into St. Giles at night on a wager and thought it a great lark? Penelope’s method of attracting the duke’s attention seemed impetuous at best and at worst foolish. For a moment Artemis’s heart twinged with pity for her cousin.

      But then again Penelope was one of the richest heiresses in England. Much could be overlooked for a veritable mountain of gold. Too, Penelope was esteemed one of the great beauties of the age, with raven-black hair, milky skin, and eyes that rivaled the purple of a pansy. Many men wouldn’t care about the person beneath such a lovely surface.

      Artemis sighed silently and let her cousin’s excited chatter wash over her. She ought to pay more attention. Her fate was inexorably tied to Penelope’s, for Artemis would go to whatever house and family her cousin married into.

      Unless Penelope decided she no longer needed a lady’s companion after she wed.

      Artemis’s fingers tightened about the thing the Ghost of St. Giles had left in her hand. She’d had a glimpse of it in the carriage’s lantern light before she’d entered. It was a gold signet ring set with a red stone. She rubbed her thumb absently over the worn stone. It felt ancient. Powerful. Which was quite interesting.

      An aristocrat might wear such a ring.

       

      Maximus batten, the Duke of Wakefield, woke as he always did: with the bitter taste of failure on his tongue.

      For a moment he lay on his great curtained bed, eyes closed, trying to swallow down the bile in his throat as he remembered dark tresses trailing in bloody water. He reached out and laid his right palm on the locked strongbox that sat on the table beside his bed. The emerald pendants from her necklace, carefully gathered over years of searching, were within. The necklace wasn’t complete, though, and he’d begun to despair that it ever would be. That the blot of his failure would remain upon his conscience forever.

      And now he had a new failure. He flexed his left hand, feeling the unaccustomed lightness. He’d lost his father’s ring – the ancestral ring – last night somewhere in St. Giles. It was yet another offense to add to his long list of unpardonable sins.

      He stretched carefully, pushing the matter from his mind so that he might rise and do his duty. His right knee ached dully, and something was off about his left shoulder. For a man in but his thirty-third year he was rather battered.

      His valet, Craven, turned from the clothespress. “Good morning, Your Grace.”

      Maximus nodded silently and threw back the coverlet. He rose, nude, and padded to the marble-topped dresser with only a slight limp. A basin of hot water already waited there for him. His razor, freshly sharpened by Craven, appeared beside the basin as Maximus soaped his jaw.

      “Will you be breaking your fast with Lady Phoebe and Miss Picklewood this morning?” Craven enquired.

      Maximus frowned into the gold mirror standing on the dresser as he tilted his chin and set the razor against his neck. His youngest sister, Phoebe, was but twenty. When Hero, his other sister, had married several years ago, he’d decided to move Phoebe and their older cousin, Bathilda Picklewood, into Wakefield House with him. He was pleased to have her under his eye, but having to share accommodations – even accommodations as palatial as Wakefield House – with the two ladies sometimes got in the way of his other activities.

      “Not today,” he decided, scraping whiskers from his jaw. “Please send my apologies to my sister and Cousin Bathilda.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      Maximus watched in the mirror as the valet arched his eyebrows in mute reproach before retiring to the clothespress. He didn’t suffer the rebuke – even a silent one – of many, but Craven was a special case. The man had been his father’s valet for fifteen years before Maximus had inherited him on attaining the title. Craven had a long face, the vertical lines on either side of his mouth and the droop of his eyes at the outer corners making it seem longer. He must be well into his fifties, but one couldn’t tell by his countenance: he looked like he could be any age from thirty to seventy. No doubt Craven would still look the same when Maximus was a doddering old man without a hair on his head.

      He snorted to himself as he tapped the razor against a porcelain bowl, shaking soap froth and whiskers from the blade. Behind him Craven began laying out smallclothes, stockings, a black shirt, waistcoat, and breeches. Maximus turned his head, scraping the last bit of lather from his jaw, and used a dampened cloth to wipe his face.

      “Did you find the information?” he asked as he donned smallclothes.

      “Indeed, Your Grace.” Craven rinsed the razor and carefully dried the fine blade. He laid it in a fitted velvet-lined box as reverently as if the razor had been the relic of some dead saint.

      “And?”

      Craven cleared his throat as if preparing to recite poetry before the king. “The Earl of Brightmore’s finances are, as far as I’ve been able to ascertain, quite happy. In addition to his two estates in Yorkshire, both with arable land, he is in possession of three producing coal mines in the West Riding, an ironworks in Sheffield, and has recently bought interest in the East India Company. At the beginning of the year he opened a fourth coal mine, and in so doing accrued some debt, but the reports from the mine are quite favorable. The debt in my estimation is negligible.”

      Maximus grunted as he pulled on his breeches.

      Craven continued, “As to the earl’s daughter, Lady Penelope Chadwicke, it’s well known that Lord Brightmore plans to offer a very nice sum when she is wed.”

      Maximus lifted a cynical eyebrow. “Do we have an actual number?”

      “Indeed, Your Grace.” Craven pulled a small notebook from his pocket and, licking his thumb, paged through it. Peering down at the notebook, he read off a sum so large Maximus came close to doubting Craven’s research skills.

      “Good God. You’re sure?”

      Craven gave him a faintly chiding look. “I have it on the authority of the earl’s lawyer’s chief secretary, a rather bitter gentleman who cannot hold his liquor.”

      “Ah.” Maximus arranged his neck cloth and shrugged on his waistcoat. “Then that leaves only Lady Penelope herself.”

      “Quite.” Craven tucked his notebook away and pursed his lips, staring at the ceiling. “Lady Penelope Chadwicke is four and twenty years of age and her father’s sole living offspring. Despite her rather advanced maiden status, she does not lack for suitors, and indeed appears to be only unwed because of her own… ah… unusually high standards in choosing a gentleman.”

      “She’s finicky.”

      Craven winced at the blunt assessment. “It would appear so, Your Grace.”

      Maximus nodded as he opened his bedroom door. “We’ll continue downstairs.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.” Craven picked up a candle and lit it at the fireplace.

      A wide corridor lay outside his bedroom. To the left was the front of the house and the grand staircase that led to the public rooms of Wakefield House.

      Maximus turned to the right, Craven trotting at his heels. This way led to the servants’ stairs and other less public rooms. Maximus opened a door paneled to look like the wainscoting in the hall and clattered down the uncarpeted stairs. He passed the entrance to the kitchens and continued down another level. The stairs ended abruptly, blocked by a plain wooden door. Maximus took a key from his waistcoat pocket and unlocked the door. Beyond was another set of stairs, but these were stone, so ancient the treads dipped in the middle, worn away by long-dead feet. Maximus followed them down as Craven lit candles tucked into the nooks in the stone walls.

      Maximus ducked under a low stone arch and came to a small paved area. The candlelight behind him flickered over worn stone walls. Here and there figures were scratched in the stone: symbols and crude human representations. Maximus doubted very much that they’d been made during the age of Christianity. Directly ahead was a second door, the wood blackened by age. He unlocked this as well and pushed it open.

      Behind the door was a cellar, long and with a surprisingly high ceiling, the groin vaulting picked out in smaller, decorative stone. Sturdy pillars paced along the floor, their capitals carved into crude shapes. His father and grandfather had used the space as a wine cellar, but Maximus wouldn’t have been surprised if this hidden room had originally been built as a place to worship some ancient pagan deity.

      Behind him Craven shut the door, and Maximus began taking off his waistcoat. It seemed a waste of time to dress and then undress again five minutes later every morning, but a duke never appeared in dishabille – even within his own house.

      Craven cleared his throat.

      “Continue,” Maximus murmured without turning. He stood in only his smallclothes now and looked up. Spaced irregularly along the ceiling were iron rings he’d sunk into the stone.

      “Lady Penelope is considered one of the foremost beauties of the age,” Craven intoned.

      Maximus leaped and clung to a pillar. He dug his bare toes into a crack and pushed, reaching for a slim finger hold he knew lay above his head. He grunted as he pulled himself toward the ceiling and the nearest iron ring.

      “Just last year she was courted by no less than two earls and a foreign princeling.”

      “Is she a virgin?” The ring was just out of arm’s reach – a deliberate placing that on mornings such as this Maximus sometimes cursed. He shoved off from the pillar, arm outstretched. If his fingers missed the ring, the floor was very, very hard below.

      But he caught it one-handed, the muscles on his shoulder pulling as he let his weight swing him to the next ring. And the next.

      “Almost certainly, Your Grace,” Craven called from below as Maximus easily swung from ring to ring across the cavernous room and back. “Although the lady has a certain amount of high spirits, she still seems to understand the importance of prudence.”

      Maximus snorted as he caught the next ring. This one was a little closer together than the last and he hung between them, his arms in a wide V above his head. He could feel the heat across his shoulders and arms now. He pointed his toes. Slowly, deliberately, he folded in half until his toes nearly touched the ceiling above his head.

      He held the position, breathing deeply, his arms beginning to tremble. “I wouldn’t call last night prudent.”

      “Perhaps not,” Craven conceded, the wince evident in his voice. “In that regard I must report that although Lady Penelope is proficient in needlework, dancing, playing the harpsichord, and drawing, she is not considered a great talent in any of these endeavors. Nor is Lady Penelope’s wit held in high esteem by those who know her. This is not to say that the lady’s intellect is in any way deficient. She is simply not… er…”

      “She’s a ninny.”

      Craven hummed noncommittally and stared at the ceiling.

      Maximus straightened and let go of the iron rings, landing lightly on the balls of his feet. He crossed to a low bench where an array of different-sized cannonballs lay. He selected one that fit easily in his palm, hoisted it to his shoulder, sprinted across the length of the cellar, and heaved the cannonball at a bank of straw pallets placed against the far wall especially for that purpose. The ball flew through the straw and clanged dully against the stone wall.

      “Well done, Your Grace.” Craven permitted himself a small smile as Maximus jogged back. The expression was oddly comical on his lugubrious face. “The straw bales are undoubtedly cowed.”

      “Craven.” Maximus fought the twitching of his own lips. He was the Duke of Wakefield and no one was permitted to laugh at Wakefield – not even himself.

      He picked up another lead ball.

      “Quite. Quite.” The valet cleared his throat. “In summary then: Lady Penelope is very wealthy, very beautiful, and very fashionable and gay, but does not possess particular intelligence or, er… a sense of self-preservation. Shall I cross her off the list, Your Grace?”

      “No.” Maximus repeated his previous exercise with a second cannonball. A chip of stone flew off the wall. He made a mental note to bring down more straw.

      When he turned it was to find Craven staring at him in confusion. “But surely Your Grace wishes for more than an ample dowry, an aristocratic lineage, and beauty in a bride?”

      Maximus looked at the valet hard. They’d had this discussion before. Craven had just listed the most important assets in a suitable wife. Common sense – or the lack thereof – wasn’t even on the ledger.

      For a moment he saw clear gray eyes and a determined feminine face. Miss Greaves had brought a knife into St. Giles last night – there’d been no mistaking the gleam of metal in her boot top. And what was more, she’d appeared quite ready to use it. Then as now a spark of admiration lit within him. What other lady in his acquaintance had ever displayed such grim courage?

      Then he shook the frivolous notion away and returned his mind to the business at hand. His father had died for him, and he would do nothing less than honor his memory by marrying the most suitable candidate for his duchess. “You know my thoughts on the subject. Lady Penelope is a perfect match for the Duke of Wakefield.”

      Maximus picked up another cannonball and chose to pretend he didn’t hear Craven’s soft reply.

      “But is she a match for the man?”

       

      There were those who compared Bedlam to hell – a writhing purgatory of torture and insanity. But Apollo Greaves, Viscount Kilbourne, knew what Bedlam really was. It was limbo.

      A place of interminable waiting.

      Waiting for the restless moaning in the night to be over. Waiting for the scrape of heel on stone that heralded a stale piece of bread to break his fast. Waiting for the chilly splash of water that was called a bath. Waiting for the stink of the bucket that served as his commode to be emptied. Waiting for food. Waiting for drink. Waiting for fresh air. Waiting for something – anything – to prove that he still lived and was, in fact, not mad at all.

      At least not yet.

      Above all, Apollo waited for his sister, Artemis, to visit him in limbo.

      She came when she could, which was usually once a week. Just often enough for him to keep his sanity, really. Without her he would’ve lost it long, long ago.

      So when he heard the light tap of a woman’s shoes on the filthy stone in the corridor outside his cell, he leaned his head back against the wall and found a smile to paste on his blasted face.

      She appeared a moment later, peering around the corner, her sweet, grave face brightening at the sight of him. Artemis wore a worn but clean brown gown, and a straw bonnet she’d had for at least five years, the straw mended in small, neat stitches over her right ear. Her gray eyes were lit with warmth and worry for him, and she seemed to bring a waft of clear air with her, which was impossible: how could one smell the absence of stink?

      “Brother,” she murmured in her low, quiet voice. She advanced into his cell without any sign of the disgust she must feel at the uncovered slop bucket in the corner or his own damnable state – the fleas and lice had long ago made a feast out of his hide. “How are you?”

      It was a silly question – he was now, and had been for the last four years, wretched – but she asked it earnestly, for she truly worried that his state might someday grow worse than it already was. In that, at least, she was correct: there was always death, after all.

      Not that he would ever let her know how close to death he’d come in the past.

      “Oh, I’m just divine,” he said, grinning, hoping she didn’t notice that his gums bled at the smallest motion these days. “The buttered kidneys were excellent this morning as were the shirred eggs and gammon steak. I must compliment the cook, but I find myself somewhat detained.”

      He gestured with his manacled feet. A long chain led from the manacles to a great iron ring on the wall. The chain was long enough for him to stand and take two steps in either direction, but no more.

      “Apollo,” she said, and her voice was gently chiding, but her lips curved so he considered his clowning a victory. She set down the small, soft sack she’d been holding in her hand. “I’m sorry to hear you’ve already dined since I brought some roast chicken. I do hope you’re not too full to enjoy it.”

      “Oh, I think I’ll manage,” he said.

      His nose caught the aroma of the chicken and his mouth began to water helplessly. There’d been a time when he’d never thought much about his next meal – beyond wishing vaguely that cherry pie might be served every day. It wasn’t that their family had been rich – far from it, in fact – but they’d never lacked for food. Bread and cheese and joints of roast and buttered peas and peaches stewed in honey and wine. Fish pie and those little muffins his mother had sometimes made. Dear God, the first slurp of oxtail soup, the bits of meat so tender they melted on his tongue. Juicy oranges, roasted walnuts, gingered carrots, and that sweet made from sugared rose petals. Sometimes he spent days simply thinking about food – no matter how much he tried to drive the thoughts from his mind.

      He’d never again take food for granted.

      Apollo looked away, trying to distract himself as she took out the chicken. He would put it off as long as possible, the inevitable descent into becoming a ravening, mindless animal.

      He shifted awkwardly, the chains clinking. They gave him straw for both settee and dainty bed, and if he rummaged a bit he might find some cleanish spot for his sister to sit on. Such were the only comforts he could offer a guest to his cell.

      “There’s cheese and half an apple tart I wheedled from Penelope’s cook.” Artemis’s expression was gentle and a little worried, as if she knew how close he was to falling on her present and swallowing it all in one maddened gulp.

      “Sit here,” he said gruffly.

      She sank gracefully, her legs folded to the side as if they were on some pastoral picnic rather than a stinking madhouse. “Here.”

      She’d placed a chicken leg and a slab of the tart on a clean cloth and held it out to him. He took the treasure carefully, trying to breathe through his mouth without seeming to. He clenched his jaw and inhaled slowly, staring at the food. Self-control was the only thing he had left.

      “Please, Apollo, eat.” Her whisper was almost pained, and he reminded himself that he was not the only one being punished for one night of youthful folly.

      He’d destroyed his sister that night as well.

      So he raised the leg of chicken to his lips and took one delicate bite, placing it back on the cloth, chewing carefully, keeping the madness at bay. The taste was wonderful, filling his mouth, making him want to howl with eager hunger.

      He swallowed, lowering the cloth with its contents to his lap. He was a gentleman, not an animal. “How is my cousin?”

      If Artemis were less a lady she would’ve rolled her eyes. “She’s up in the boughs this morning over a ball we’re attending tonight at Viscount d’Arque’s town house. Do you remember him?”

      Apollo took another bite. He’d never moved in the most elite circles – hadn’t the money for that – but the name tweaked a memory.

      “Tall, dark fellow with a bit of a manner? Witty and knows it?” And a devil with the ladies, he thought but did not say aloud to his sister.

      She nodded. “That’s him. He lives with his grandmother, Lady Whimple, which seems a little odd, considering his reputation. The ball I’m sure is completely planned by her, but it’s usually in his name.”

      “I thought Penelope went to balls almost every night of the week?”

      A corner of Artemis’s mouth quirked. “Sometimes it seems like it.”

      He bit into the tart, nearly moaning over the crisp-sweet apple. “Then why the excitement over d’Arque’s ball? Has she set her cap at him?”

      “Oh, no.” Artemis shook her head ruefully. “A viscount would never do. She has plans for the Duke of Wakefield, and rumor has it he may attend tonight.”

      “Does she?” Apollo glanced at his sister. If their cousin finally settled on a gentleman to marry, then Artemis might very well be out of a home. And he could do absolutely nothing about it. His jaw tensed and he reined in the urge to bellow his frustration. He took another deep breath and drank from the flask of beer she’d brought him. The warm, sour taste of hops settled him for a moment. “Then I wish her well in the endeavor, though perhaps I should be commiserating with His Grace – Lord knows I wouldn’t want our cousin’s sights on me.”

      “Apollo,” she chided softly. “Penelope is a lovely girl, you know that.”

      “Is she?” he teased. “Known for her philanthropy and good works?”

      “Well, she is a member of the Ladies’ Syndicate for the Benefit of the Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children,” his sister said primly. She plucked a piece of straw and twisted it between her fingers.

      “And she once wanted to put all the little boys at the orphanage in yellow coats, you told me.”

      Artemis winced. “She does try, really she does.”

      He took pity on his sister and rescued her from her doomed defense of their mercenary cousin. “If you believe so, then I’m sure ’tis true.” He eyed the way she was bending the piece of straw into angular shapes between her fingers. “Is there something else about tonight’s ball that you’re not telling me?”

      She looked up in surprise. “No, of course not.”

      He tilted his chin at the mangled straw in her hands. “Then what is disturbing you?”

      “Oh.” She wrinkled her nose at the bit of straw and threw it away. “It’s nothing, really. It’s just that last night…” One hand crept up to touch the fichu that covered the center of her chest.

      “Artemis.” The frustration was nearly overwhelming. Were he free he could question her, find out from servants or friends what was the matter, pursue and make right whatever troubled her.

      In here he could but wait and hope that she would tell him the truth of what her life was like outside.

      She looked up. “Do you remember that necklace you gave me on our fifteenth birthday?”

      He remembered the little green stone well enough. To a young boy’s eyes it had looked like a real emerald and he’d been more than proud to give such a wonderful present to his sister. But that wasn’t what they’d been talking about. “You’re trying to change the subject.”

      Her lips pursed in a rare expression of irritation. “No, I’m not. Apollo —”

      “What happened?”

      She huffed out a breath of air. “Penelope and I went to St. Giles.”

      “What?” St. Giles was a veritable stew of lowlifes. Anything could happen to a gently reared lady in such a place. “God, Artemis! Are you all right? Were you accosted? What —”

      She was already shaking her head. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”

      “Don’t.” His head jerked back as if the blow had been physical. “Don’t keep things from me.”

      “Oh.” Her expression was immediately contrite. “No, my dear, I shan’t keep anything from you. We were in St. Giles because Penelope had made a very silly wager, but I took the dagger you gave me – you remember the one?”

      He nodded, keeping his anguish under wraps. When he’d gone away to school at the age of eleven, he’d thought the dagger a clever gift. After all, he’d been leaving his twin sister in the care of their half-mad father and a mother bedridden by illness.

      But what had seemed a decently sized dagger to a boy was to a man a too-small weapon. Apollo shuddered at the thought of his sister trying to defend herself – in St. Giles – with that little dagger.

      “Hush now,” she said, bringing his attention back to the present with a squeeze of her fingers. “I admit we were accosted, but it ended all right. We were saved by the Ghost of St. Giles, of all men.”

      Obviously she thought this bit of information reassuring. Apollo closed his eyes. ’Twas said the Ghost of St. Giles murdered and raped and worse. He didn’t believe the tales, if for no other reason than that no one man – even a mad one – could’ve done all that he was accused of. Still. The Ghost wasn’t exactly a harmless kitten.

      Apollo opened his eyes and took both his sister’s hands in his. “Promise me you won’t follow Penelope into another of her insane schemes.”

      “I…” she looked away. “You know I’m her companion, Apollo. I must do as she wishes.”

      “She’s liable to break you like a pretty China shepherdess and then throw you away to find a new plaything.”

      Artemis looked shocked. “She’d never —”

      “Please, my darling girl,” he said, his voice hoarse, “Please.”

      “I’ll do my best,” she whispered, cupping her hand against his cheek. “For you.”

      He nodded, for he had no choice but to be content with that promise. And yet he couldn’t help but wonder.

      When he was gone, who would worry over Artemis?
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        Long, long ago when Britain was young, there lived the best of rulers. His name was King Herla. His mien was wise and brave, his arm was strong and swift, and he loved nothing better than to go a-hunting in the dark, wild wood…

        
          — from The Legend of the Herla King
        

      

      The Earl of Brightmore was many things, Artemis thought that night: a respected peer, a man very aware of his wealth, and – in his best moments – a Christian capable of adhering to the letter, if not the spirit, of compassion, but what he was not was an attentive father.

      “Papa, I told you yesterday at luncheon that I was to attend the Viscount of d’Arque’s ball this eve,” Penelope said as her lady’s maid, Blackbourne, fussed with the bow of her half cloak. They were in the grand entrance hall to Brightmore House waiting for the carriage to pull around from the mews.

      “Thought you were there last night,” the earl said vaguely. He was a big man with bulbous blue eyes and a commanding nose that rather overtook his chin. He’d just arrived home with his secretary – a withered little man with a frightening head for numbers – and was doffing his tricorne and cape.

      “No, darling,” Penelope said, rolling her eyes. “Last night I was dining with Lady Waters at her house.”

      Artemis felt like rolling her eyes but refrained, because of course last night they’d been busy being nearly killed in St. Giles and hadn’t been anywhere near Lady Waters’s dining room. Actually, she rather thought Lady Waters might not even be in town at the moment. Penelope lied with a breathtaking virtuosity.

      “Eh,” the earl grunted. “Well, you look exquisite, Penny.”

      Penelope beamed and twirled to show off her new gown, a brocaded satin primrose gown overembroidered with bunches of flowers in blue, red, and green. The gown had taken a month to put together and cost more than what ninety percent of Londoners made in a year.

      “And you, too, of course, Artemis,” the earl said absently. “Quite lovely indeed.”

      Artemis curtsied. “Thank you, Uncle.”

      For a moment Artemis was struck by how very different this life was from the one she’d known growing up. They’d lived in the country, then, just she, Apollo, Papa, and Mama. Papa had been estranged from his own father, and their household was meager. There had been no parties, let alone balls. Strange to think that she’d become used to attending grand soirees – that she was actually bored by the prospect of yet another one.

      Artemis smiled wryly to herself. She was grateful to the earl – who was really a distant cousin, not her uncle. She’d never met either him or Penelope while Papa and Mama still lived, and yet he’d taken her into his house when she’d become a social pariah. Between her lack of dowry and the stigma of familial madness, she had no hope of marrying and having a household of her own. Still, she couldn’t quite forget that the earl had refused – absolutely and without opportunity for appeal – to help Apollo as well. The most he’d done was make sure that Apollo was hastily committed to Bedlam instead of going to trial. That had been an easy enough job for the Earl of Brightmore: no one wanted an aristocrat hanged for murder. The elite of society wouldn’t stand for such a thing – even if the aristocrat in question had never moved much in society.

      “You’ll turn every young gentleman’s head at that dance.” The earl was already talking to his daughter again, his eyes narrowing for a moment. “Just make sure yours isn’t turned as well.”

      Perhaps he was more aware of Penelope than Artemis gave him credit for.

      “Never fear, Papa.” Penelope bussed her sire’s cheek. “I only collect hearts – I don’t give them away.”

      “Ha,” her father replied rather absently – his secretary was whispering something in his ear. “See you tomorrow, shall I?”

      “Yes, darling.”

      And with a last flurry of curtsies and bows from the gaggle of lady’s maids and footmen, Penelope and Artemis were out the door.

      “I don’t know why we didn’t bring Bon Bon,” her cousin said as the carriage pulled away. “His fur would’ve quite set off this gown.”

      Bon Bon was Penelope’s small, white, and quite elderly dog. Artemis wasn’t sure how he would “set off” Penelope’s gown. Besides, she hadn’t had the heart to disturb the poor thing when she’d seen him curled up in the silly green-and-pink dog bed Penelope’d had made for him.

      “Perhaps,” Artemis murmured, “but his white fur would’ve stuck to your skirts as well.”

      “Oh.” Penelope frowned quite becomingly, her small rosebud mouth pouting. “I wonder if I should get a pug. But everyone has one – they’re almost common – and the fawn isn’t nearly so striking as Bon Bon’s white.”

      Artemis sighed silently and kept her opinions about choosing a dog by the color of its fur to herself.

      Penelope began prattling about dogs and dresses and fashion and the house party at the Duke of Wakefield’s country residence they would soon attend. Artemis merely had to nod here and there to help with the conversation. She thought about Apollo and how thin he’d appeared this morning. He was a big man – or had been. Bedlam had caved in his cheeks, hollowed his eyes, and made the bones at his wrists protrude. She had to find more money to pay the guards, more food to bring him, more clothes to give him. But all that was just a temporary fix. If she didn’t discover some way to get her brother out of Bedlam, she very much feared he wouldn’t live another year there.

      She sighed softly as Penelope kept talking about Belgium lace.

      Half an hour later they were descending the carriage steps in front of a grand mansion ablaze with lights.

      “It’s a pity, really,” Penelope said, shaking out her skirts.

      “What is?” Artemis bent to straighten the hem at the back.

      “Lord d’Arque.” Her cousin gestured vaguely at the stunning town house. “Such a beautiful man and rich as well – he’s nearly perfect.”

      Artemis wrinkled her forehead, trying to follow her cousin’s sometimes mazelike thought process. “But he’s not?”

      “No, of course not, silly,” Penelope said as she sailed toward the front doors. “He’s not a duke, is he? Oh, I say, there’s Lord Featherstone!”

      Artemis trailed after Penelope as she flitted up to the young lordling. George Featherstone, Baron Featherstone, had large blue eyes with luxuriant curling lashes and a red, full-lipped mouth, and had it not been for the strength of his jawline and the length of his nose, he might’ve been mistaken for a girl. He was considered very comely by most of the ladies in London society, although Artemis personally found the nasty glint in those pretty blue eyes distasteful.

      “My Lady Penelope!” Lord Featherstone crowed, halting on the marble steps and making an extravagant bow. He wore a crimson coat and breeches with a gold waistcoat embroidered in crimson, purple, and bright leaf green. “What news?”

      “My lord, I am pleased to report that I have been to St. Giles,” Penelope said, extending her hand.

      Lord Featherstone bowed over it, lingering a fraction of a second too long before looking up through his lush eyelashes. “And did you partake of a cup of gin?”

      “Alas, no.” Penelope flipped open her fan and turned her face into it as if abashed. “Better.” She lowered the fan to reveal a grin. “I met the Ghost of St. Giles.”

      Lord Featherstone eyes widened. “Say you so?”

      “Indeed. My companion, Miss Greaves, can bear witness.”

      Artemis curtsied.

      “But this is wonderful, my lady!” Lord Featherstone threw wide his arms, the gesture making him wobble, and for a moment Artemis worried that he might overbalance on the steps, but he merely braced himself by throwing one foot on the next step up. “A masked demon vanquished by the beauty of a maiden.” He tilted his head and glanced sideways at Penelope, a sly smile on his lips. “You did vanquish him, did you not, my lady?”

      Artemis frowned. Vanquish was rather a risqué word that could be taken —

      “Good evening, my lady, my lord,” a calm, deep voice said.

      Artemis turned. The Duke of Wakefield appeared from the darkness behind them, his footfalls making no sound. He was a tall, lean man, dressed severely in black and wearing an elegant white wig. The lights from the mansion cast faintly ominous shadows across his countenance, emphasizing the right angles of his face: the stern, dark shelf of his eyebrows, the prominent nose positioned vertically underneath, which led straight to the thin, almost cruel line of his lips. The Duke of Wakefield was not considered as beautiful as Lord Featherstone by the ladies of society, but if one could look at his features apart from the man beneath, it was possible to see that he was in fact a handsome man.

      Coldly, sternly handsome, with nary a trace of softness to relieve the harsh masculine planes of his face.

      Artemis repressed a shiver. No, the Duke of Wakefield would never be a darling of the feminine members of society. Something about him was so opposite to female that he almost repelled the softer sex. This was not a man to be swayed by gentleness, beauty, or sweet words. He would bend – assuming he was even capable of bending – only for reasons of his own.

      “Your Grace.” Penelope made a flirtatious curtsy while Artemis dipped more sedately beside her. Not that anyone noticed. “How lovely to see you this evening.”

      “Lady Penelope.” The duke bowed over her hand and straightened. His dark eyes betrayed no emotion, either positive or negative. “What’s this I heard about the Ghost of St. Giles?”

      Penelope licked her lips in what might have been a seductive movement, but Artemis thought her cousin was probably nervous. The duke was rather daunting at the best of times. “A grand adventure, Your Grace. I met the Ghost himself last night in St. Giles!”

      The duke simply looked at her.

      Artemis stirred uneasily. Penelope didn’t seem to be aware that her lark might not be taken as an accomplishment by the duke. “Cousin, perhaps we should —”

      “Lady Penelope has the wonderful courage of Britannia herself,” Lord Featherstone trumpeted. “A sweetly brave bearing embraced by the beauty of her form and face, resulting in perfection of manner and grace. My lady, please, accept this bauble as a token of my admiration.”

      Lord Featherstone dropped to one knee and held out his jeweled snuffbox. Artemis snorted under her breath. She couldn’t help thinking that Penelope had won the wager fair and square, at risk of both life and limb. Lord Featherstone’s snuffbox wasn’t the simple offering he was trying to make it seem.

      Male ninny.

      Penelope reached for the snuffbox, but strong fingers were ahead of hers. The duke plucked the thing from Lord Featherstone’s hand – making the younger man flinch – and held it up to the light. It was oval, gold, and there was a tiny, round painting of a girl was on the top, bordered by pearls.

      “Very pretty,” His Grace drawled. He palmed the box and turned to Lady Penelope. “But hardly worth your life, my lady. I hope you’ll not risk something so precious for such a mundane trinket again.”

      He tossed the box to Penelope, who simply blinked, forcing Artemis to dive rather ungracefully for the thing. She caught the snuffbox before it could hit either the ground or Penelope, and straightened to see the duke’s eyes upon her.

      For a moment she froze. She’d never looked into his eyes before – she was a creature relegated to the sides of ballrooms and the back of sitting rooms. Gentlemen rarely noticed a lady’s companion. If she’d been quizzed as to His Grace’s eye color, she would’ve had to reply simply that they were dark. Which they were. Very dark, nearly black, but not quite. The Duke of Wakefield’s eyes were a deep, rich brown, like coffee newly brewed, like walnut wood oiled and polished, like seal fur shining in the light, and even though they were rather lovely to look at, they were as cold as iron in winter. One touch and her very soul might freeze.

      “An adept catch, Miss Greaves,” the duke said, breaking the spell.

      He turned and mounted the stairs.

      Artemis blinked after him. When had he learned her name?

      “Pompous ass,” Lord Featherstone said so loudly the duke must’ve heard, though he gave no sign as he disappeared into the mansion. Lord Featherstone turned to Lady Penelope. “I must give apology, my lady, for the ungentlemanly actions of the duke. I can only assume he has lost all sense of play or fun and has ossified into an old man before the age of forty. Or is it fifty? I vow, the duke might well be as old as my father.”

      “Surely not.” Lady Penelope’s brows drew together as if she were truly worried that the duke had suddenly aged overnight. “He can’t be over forty years of age, can he?”

      Her appeal was to Artemis, who sighed and slipped the snuffbox into her pocket to give back to Penelope later. If she did not take care of it, Penelope was sure to leave it at the mansion or in the carriage. “I believe His Grace is but three and thirty.”

      “Is he?” Penelope brightened before blinking suspiciously. “How do you know?”

      “His sisters have mentioned it in passing,” Artemis said drily. Penelope was friends – or at least acquaintances – with both Lady Hero and Lady Phoebe herself, but Penelope was not in the habit of listening, let alone remembering, what her friends said in conversation.

      “Oh. Well, that’s good then.” And nodding to herself, Penelope accepted Lord Featherstone’s arm and proceeded into the town house.

      They were greeted by liveried footmen, taking and storing their wraps before they mounted the grand staircase to the upper floor and Lord d’Arque’s ballroom. The room was like a fairyland. The pink-and-white marble floor shone under their feet. Overhead, crystal chandeliers sparkled with thousands of candles. Hothouse carnations in every shade of pink, white, and crimson overflowed from huge vases, perfuming the air with the sharp scent of cloves. A group of musicians at one end of the ballroom played a languid melody. And the guests were arrayed in every color of the rainbow, moving gracefully, as if to an unspoken dance, like a cohort of ethereal fairy folk.

      Artemis wrinkled her nose ruefully at her plain gown. It was brown, and if the other guests were fairies, then she supposed she must be a dark little troll. Her gown had been made the first year that she’d come to live with Penelope and the earl, and she’d worn it ever since to all the balls she attended with Penelope. After all, she was merely the companion. She was there to fade into the background, which she did with admirable skill, even if she did say so herself.

      “That went well,” Penelope said brightly.

      Artemis blinked, wondering if she’d missed something. They’d lost Lord Featherstone and the crowd was thickening around them. “I’m sorry?”

      “Wakefield.” Penelope waved open her elaborately painted fan as if her companion could somehow read her mind and thus complete the thought.

      “Our meeting with the duke went well?” Artemis supplied doubtfully. Surely not.

      “Oh, indeed.” Penelope snapped closed her fan and tapped Artemis on the shoulder. “He’s jealous.”

      Artemis gazed at her beautiful cousin. There were several adjectives she might use to describe the duke’s frame of mind when he’d left them: scornful, dismissive, superior, arrogant… actually, now that she thought of it, she was fairly sure she could come up with dozens of adjectives, and yet jealous wasn’t one of them.

      Artemis cleared her throat carefully. “I’m not sure —”

      “Ah, Lady Penelope!” A gentleman with a bit of a tummy straining the buttons of
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