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            Chapter One

         
         He’d been born on a night like this: the sky choked with black clouds, the wind banshee-screeching through cracks and rattling
            windows in their frames like a costermonger who’d caught hold of a thieving urchin.
         

         
         Or at least that’s the sort of thing Lorcan St. Leger liked to tell whatever audience he held in thrall at a given moment.

         
         “It’s how I got so strong and so ugly, you see,” he’d say. “I was born screaming into a headwind. And I’ve fought against
            headwinds me whole life.”
         

         
         He didn’t actually know precisely when or where he was born. But he’d come to understand that a personal myth could be as
            useful as armor.
         

         
         Experience told him the impending storm would be long and violent and his skin prickled with not unpleasant portent. His ship had reached harbor just ahead of it; and while his crew had dispersed at once to inns or brothels, captain’s business had kept Lorcan out later than he’d anticipated, and by the time he’d reached the nearest inn the last room had been taken. He needed to find shelter soon, but the only other possibility for lodging nearby was a storied brothel he knew of mainly through misty, prurient reminiscences shared by sailors over the years. He’d seen the building once, years ago; gargoyles lined the roof edge. 

         
         So that’s where he was headed. In a pinch, he supposed, he could take shelter in the livery stable he’d passed. God knew a
            man could keep worse company than horses.
         

         
         Now and again the fitful wind whipped clouds away from a full moon, and fragments of his surroundings were illuminated: the
            eyes of a slinking cat, the sheen of greasy water atop an open barrel, a lantern hook outside a shop door. Nearly every shop
            and dwelling had taken their lamps in. He hadn’t seen another human on the street for nearly a quarter of an hour.
         

         
         Only cats, rats, and Lorcan St. Leger would walk the streets near the London docks unafraid at this time of night.

         
         In St. Giles, as a child, he’d learned that a moment’s distraction could mean death. Terror had been the whetstone against
            which he’d honed his reflexes and wits. How to find hiding places and escape routes, how to fight, when to ingratiate, when
            to intimidate, how to barter and steal—he leveraged his lessons into strength, and then into power. By the time he was scarcely
            more than twenty years old he’d built a shadowy empire from one end of England to the other of men and women who would have
            killed for him.
         

         
         He’d made sure they’d never needed to. Brutality was the fastest way to the gallows, after all. The quickest way to get caught. And it was no substitute for strategy and cunning or for razor-sharp judgment of character. Lorcan wasn’t above it, of course, if it was the quickest solution to a sticky problem of disrespect or immediate threat. And he’d tolerated no nonsense from the various earls, viscounts, and other nobs who’d been his customers and whom he’d easily charmed. They paid cash on the nail or they got nothing. 

         
         And no one ever crossed him twice.

         
         In exchange for their fealty, he’d given his meticulously chosen crew trust and respect. He listened to their needs and paid
            them promptly and well. They’d repaid him with adulation and ironclad loyalty.
         

         
         Those days were behind him. He was more than a decade older than when he’d begun; he led a different life; he had a different
            crew. And yet still he instinctively moved swiftly and nearly soundlessly through the dark, his every sense on alert.
         

         
         He froze when he heard a muffled thump from a few feet away.

         
         It was the sound of something—or someone—falling to the ground in the narrow street up ahead.

         
         He flattened himself against the building wall. Pistol in hand, he inched soundlessly toward the alley. Then peered around
            the corner.
         

         
         Very little surprised him anymore.

         
         But about fifteen or so feet ahead of him, into the alley separating two buildings, a woman was lowering herself out of a
            second-story window on what appeared to be a braided bedsheet.
         

         
         On the cobblestones below her he could just make out a small, dark, oblong shape. Likely a valise or knapsack she’d thrown to the ground before her descent. The source of the thump. 

         
         He decided to pause to take in the spectacle as though it were a puppet show.

         
         Her feet flailed a bit before she gingerly came to rest on the top of a stack of crates pushed up against the building wall.

         
         She was still a good seven or eight feet off the ground.

         
         And she’d run out of bedsheet.

         
         Lorcan wasn’t quite certain what manner of escape he was watching, but he found himself rooting for her just the same. The wildness in his soul could not
            help but admire the wily people of the world, the ones who tried and got away with audacious things. He was disinclined to
            judge. No one knew better than he did what desperation could inspire even a saintly person to do. He possessed a moral code,
            after a fashion, but his first instinct was always to help. At least the first time.
         

         
         The moon and a rude gust of wind conspired to hurl her cloak and skirts upward and dropped them again, but not before revealing
            a pair of elegantly curved calves wearing surprisingly good embroidered stockings.
         

         
         “I once gave a pair of stockings much like those to a mistress,” he said idly.

         
         The woman flattened herself against the wall and froze.

         
         But her breath formed swift white puffs in the frigid air.

         
         One hand remained fisted around the sheet. The wind whipped the hood from her head. She yanked it back over her head with the other. 

         
         He moved carefully closer. He could now hear her terrified breathing.

         
         “Madam,” he mused, “it looks as though you’re in a bit of a bind.”

         
         Perhaps because this was self-evident, she didn’t reply.

         
         “If what you’ve just tossed down is a satchel full of silver plate, you’d best hurry. I should hate for their rightful owners
            to awake and shoot you.” Now he was having a little fun at her expense.
         

         
         “Why would I take silver plate?”

         
         Her voice was a shock. Low-pitched, exquisitely refined, every word as precise as a cut gem. It was like stumbling across
            a diamond necklace in the dirt.
         

         
         “Oh . . . lass . . .” he said pityingly. “First day at thieving?”

         
         “I’m not thieving.” She actually sounded indignant. “Some . . . blighter . . . moved the barrel that I . . . that I planned
            to . . .”
         

         
         “Blighter!” He was amused. “You’ll never get to heaven using that sort of language.”

         
         And then he became brisk. “I believe you’re going to have to jump. And I’m going to have to catch you, because the sound of
            human bones crunching against cobblestones puts me right off me feed.”
         

         
         She said nothing. The only movement was the lashing of her cape about her ankles. It snapped like a sail in the wind.

         
         “My offer is not indefinite, madam. Jump or be caught stealing, it’s all the same to me.”

         
          

         Daphne finally risked a look over her shoulder.

         
         For a chilling moment she saw no human at all. Only layer upon layer of shadows, all in various shades and textures of black.

         
         It was as though the night itself had been speaking to her.

         
         Fear seeped into her bones like an icy fog.

         
         And then, at last, her eyes were finally able to distinguish the outline of what appeared to be a very large man.

         
         Her slamming heart squeezed into an icy fist.

         
         His face was a pale blur, shadowed by a beaver hat. The rest of him was all in black.

         
         And then, as if he could read the run of her thoughts, she detected a fleeting glint. Perhaps a flash of teeth.

         
         Daphne bit her lip. Her heart slammed like a boot kicking her over and over again in her chest. She had planned it all. And
            wasn’t planning one of her gifts? Over the span of two days, she had noted the crates. Calculated their heights using her
            own height as a comparison. Measured the sheets. Tested their strength by looping them around the bed frame. Surreptitiously
            measured the distance between the crates and the barrel. Noted the easy hop from the barrel to the ground.
         

         
         And between the time she’d gone in this evening and the moment she’d gone out the window, somehow, for some reason, someone had moved the barrel. 

         
         And if that wasn’t a metaphor for her entire life, what was?

         
         “I’m going to count to three.”

         
         His voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. So deep, so resonant, so quiet. So nearly disinterested. As if this
            was a matter of everyday business for him.
         

         
         He could be anyone. A murderer. A rapist. A Samaritan. A hallucination.

         
         “One . . .”

         
         She’d already dropped her valise to the ground. She could not afford to lose a single thing in it, particularly one critical
            letter. He could have stolen it, she told herself. He hadn’t yet.
         

         
         She was positive she couldn’t pull herself back up to the window again.

         
         Moreover, she thought she might prefer to break every bone than to suffer the indignities that stalked her inside.

         
         She considered sending the man in search of a barrel.

         
         “Two . . .”

         
         Her palms were wet inside her gloves. Nerves robbed her limbs of sensation. Her teeth clacked from terror. She considered
            whether it mattered at all whether he murdered her. For a mad instant death sounded like blessed respite from the relentless,
            capricious buffeting of her life.
         

         
         “Three . . .”

         
         “God help me,” she whispered and leaped into the dark.

         
          

         He caught her first by the shoulders, then she collided with a chest like a wall of bricks. Huge arms snapped around her and
            he staggered backward two steps. He regained his balance swiftly.
         

         
         And then neatly, gently, he placed her feet on the ground.

         
         He hadn’t even grunted. One would have thought he spent his days catching flying women.

         
         He didn’t release her at once. Which was all to the good, because her knees were like water.

         
         She remained motionless within the confines of his arms. Winded, weak with mingled terror and outrageous elation, mindless
            with relief. Whoever this was represented shelter and safety.
         

         
         He smelled of woodsmoke and cheroot smoke and damp wool.

         
         When she felt his chest move with a breath she was mortified to realize her hands had reflexively curled into the wet wool
            of his coat like a cat’s claws. Her forehead was pressed against his waistcoat button.
         

         
         Mortification scorched away elation, then sanity swept in. She was instantly wildly terrified to be in the grip of a strange
            man.
         

         
         He sensed it. He released her at once and stepped back.

         
         “There now. Are you sound?” His voice was more efficient than kind. But it was a little of both.

         
         “Y-yes. Thank you.” Her voice was frayed.

         
         “Nothing I wouldn’t also do for a drowning cat,” he said amiably. “After that, it’s up to the cat to survive another day, if it can manage it. Godspeed, madam.” 

         
          

         Lorcan touched his hat, pivoted, and strode three steps away from her.

         
         Impulsively, he glanced back.

         
         She remained rooted to where she was, statue still, it seemed, staring blankly at the wall in front of her.

         
         He took two more, slower, steps.

         
         Then stopped.

         
         He pivoted.

         
         He debated with himself over whether to ask the question. He did not have to care. He frankly didn’t want to care.
         

         
         But she looked so stunned. And very alone.

         
         “What are your plans?” he said evenly.

         
         She gave a start and staggered backward, away from him.

         
         “My plans are not your concern, sir.” She said it politely but firmly.

         
         But her voice trembled.

         
         Well, he thought. Truer words were seldom spoken.

         
         “There won’t be a sane or sober hack driver on the street in this weather,” he warned.

         
         “Which is just as well, as I planned to walk.”

         
         “I see. To . . . where, precisely?” He languidly swept an arm to indicate the black night laced by labyrinths of alleys. Here and there, blurry pinpricks of light interrupted the dark. Lamps that would soon be snuffed either by their owners or by the relentlessly building wind. When the storm broke in earnest, not even the watch would be out on the streets. 

         
         The woman took a breath and drew herself up to her full height. The top of her head had reached about to his collarbone, and
            she smelled of good soap. He’d noted this when he’d held her. “Sir, I’ve nothing worth taking in any sense of the word. If
            you do not plan to rob or—or—otherwise—me, I’ll just be on my way. But I am grateful for the assistance and I hope no lasting
            damage was done to your person by its collision with mine. Goodbye. I’ll . . . think of you fondly from time to time.”
         

         
         It was just the sort of bracingly acerbic speech Lorcan appreciated.

         
         She sounded more exasperated than fearful. Given where she was and what she was doing, she ought to be both. A sane woman
            would be, anyhow.
         

         
         When he said nothing, she snatched up her bag and began walking.

         
         She rounded the corner out of the alley and continued walking at a brisk clip, the heels of good walking shoes echoing in
            the dark, her bulging valise thumping against her thigh. Increasingly fat raindrops bashed down on the top of her hat and
            bounced off, glinting. She was soon barely visible in the misty wash of darkness and weather.
         

         
         He had the strangest sense that he was watching someone wade suicidally into the ocean.

         
         “Christ,” he muttered. Irritated.

         
         He couldn’t allow it.

         
         He followed, quietly. Stealthily. At a distance.

         
         She made what appeared to be a decisive turn around a corner toward Lovell Street.

         
         Seconds later, he heard the scream.

         
          

         Daphne flung her body back against the building wall.

         
         A knife was pointed at her throat and a mouth was open in a dark snarl inches from her eyes. “I’ll just take yer baggage,
            now, won’t I—”
         

         
         Something darted out in her peripheral vision.

         
         Her attacker howled in pain as the knife flew from his hand.

         
         She heard it slice the air in cartwheels and land with a metallic clink.
         

         
         Her rescuer seized a fistful of the attacker’s coat in one fist and hoisted him until his boot toes scraped the cobblestones.

         
         “ARE. YOU. MAD.” Three vicious slaps whipped the would-be thief’s head to and fro. Three words were delivered like barked
            orders.
         

         
         The shocking sound of flesh striking flesh cramped Daphne’s stomach.

         
         “God have mercy . . .” Her attacker moaned. “Lordship? I didna know you were back in London—I didna know she was yer doxie,
            Lordship—dinna kill me—God save me—”
         

         
         Lordship?

         
         “Cease your whining. Preying on a wee woman alone,” he hissed. “I should slit you like a fish. Go on. Get out of here.”

         
         He opened his hand as though dumping a chamber pot. The man dropped to his knees with a gut-churning crack. He crawled a few inches, then righted himself, and half scrambled, half stumbled away. His footfalls echoed, then faded, then were gone. 

         
         Her large rescuer didn’t precisely brush his hands briskly together. But he seemed no more nonplussed than if he’d just taken
            a broom to a dusty cottage floor.
         

         
         They regarded each other in silence for a moment.

         
         “I’m sorry you were obliged to experience that,” he said finally.

         
         But she couldn’t speak. The efficient, competent brutality of it had bludgeoned her witless.

         
         Her fear was transcendent and arrived delayed and so total it was almost anesthetizing.

         
         No thought or feeling could get through. She couldn’t seem to form words.

         
         He waited.

         
         Finally, she opened her mouth, and as if waiting for her to do that, a tiny sound emerged.

         
         It regrettably bore more resemblance to a whimper than a word.

         
         Her back was literally against the wall. She realized it didn’t feel dissimilar to the man’s front.

         
         A wall would not save her if he wanted to break her in half. She was certain he could.
         

         
         She was shivering nearly violently now.

         
         An overhang protected her somewhat from the ever-swifter downpour.

         
         He remained where he stood, a dark dripping statue.

         
         “Madam,” he said quietly. Patiently. His low voice penetrated the hiss and splat of rain like a cello. “The streets here at night are as full of sharks as the ocean. My bones tell me a storm will be long and brutal. The ones I’ve broken never lie. Do you have a destination? Are you meeting someone?” 

         
         He could break her in half if he wanted to, she thought again. Slit her like a fish, she supposed.

         
         He hadn’t yet.

         
         “One hundred feet.” Her wobbly voice shocked her. She sounded like someone else entirely.

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         She cleared her throat. “It’s about one hundred feet from here. I counted it off, you see, when I . . . The building. I can
            find it. It’s white . . . there are little . . . little . . . gargoyles on the roofline, and a sign on chains . . . I saw
            the rules in the tobacconist’s, and I liked them . . .”
         

         
         She stopped, because her ability to speak had run out.

         
         He was quiet. She wondered if he was considering the possibility that she was quite mad.

         
         “Are you certain you want to go there?” He sounded careful.

         
         It wasn’t the question she was expecting.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Another odd pause. “Are you . . . looking for employment?”

         
         And now his words seemed strangely, carefully uninflected.

         
         It was a curious question.

         
         Oh God. She wondered whether he was about to make her an uncomfortable offer.

         
         “I hope to find shelter there.”

         
         This was the truth. Employment would have to wait. But it could not wait for long.

         
         “As do I. In exchange for escorting you safely there, I should like the answer to a question.”

         
         “You may ask it,” she said.

         
         She wouldn’t promise to answer it. And she didn’t intend to give him her name. It was bad enough that he’d witnessed perhaps
            the most ignominious event of her life yet.
         

         
         “Why were you climbing out of that window in the middle of the night?”

         
         She considered this. “Because I couldn’t remain where I was a moment longer.”

         
         After a moment, his smile appeared again, that white flash in the dark. He gave a short laugh. But it sounded almost like
            approbation.
         

         
         The rain was falling faster now, the drops larger and messily splatting, as if the sheer weight of it was tearing a rent in
            the sky wider and wider.
         

         
         “I’ve a question for you, sir.” Though her voice was stronger now, it still wobbled.

         
         “Very well.”

         
         “Are you, in fact, a lord?”

         
         He paused.

         
         “What do you think, luv?” he said ironically.
         

         
         She didn’t dare say what she thought.

         
         And after a moment he said: “Shall we?”

         
         For the second time that evening, she moved away from the wall and toward him, and it felt nearly the same as leaping from
            a crate.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The little white building glowed like a candle flame among all the low dark ones crouching around it.

         
         “Oh, thank God,” she breathed.

         
         Those were the first words either of them had uttered for one hundred feet. She had a feeling they were both invested in a
            certain anonymity, for reasons of their own.
         

         
         The lamp hadn’t yet been taken in from its hook. It was miraculously still burning, even as the flame juddered. Her escort
            leaned his head back in an attempt to read the sign, which was impossible, as it was dancing and twisting on its chains in
            the winds.
         

         
         Daphne rapped on the door.

         
         She jumped backward when something hit the door with a soft thud from the opposite side.

         
         There was a sound of a scuffle and a male expostulating.

         
         The peep hatch flew open.

         
         A large, pale eye appeared, blinked, then inspected them.

         
         “Good evening.” The owner of the eye sounded a little winded, if cheerful. “Welcome to The Grand Palace on the Thames. What
            can we do for you?”
         

         
         Daphne found the young woman’s voice—the cadences of a good servant in a fine household—very reassuring.

         
         “Good evening,” Daphne said in her best Lady of the Manor voice. “We’re hoping you’ve rooms to let. I saw your advertisement
            and it seemed very clear that this is a fine establishment, indeed.”
         

         
         “Oh, how lovely!” The young woman sounded genuinely delighted. “You’ll want to have a chat with our proprietresses, Mrs. Hardy and Mrs. Durand.
            As we’re very exclusive, you see.”
         

         
         There ensued the scrape of a bolt being shot, and the door swung open upon paradise: a black-and-white marble foyer shining
            beneath a chandelier dripping with crystals. Blessed warmth rushed out and embraced them as though they were prodigal family.
         

         
         They were ushered in by a young woman wearing a white cap which had tipped sideways on her blond head, as if she’d just collided
            with something.
         

         
         Behind her stood a tall young man wearing understated blue livery and a harried expression. Both of them sported flushed cheeks.

         
         “My name is Dot.”

         
         “I’m Mr. Pike.”

         
         They spoke at precisely the same time, which seemed to fluster them into silence. Their mouths then set in twin, stubborn
            lines.
         

         
         Mr. Pike inhaled audibly and at length, seemingly mustering patience. He offered a smile. “Would you like me to take your wet wraps so you can warm yourselves next to the fire while you wait for Mrs. Durand and Mrs. Hardy?” 

         
         The foyer was flanked by what appeared to be two rooms; he gestured to the one on his left.

         
         Daphne and her rescuer surrendered their hats and dripping wraps to the footman—her cloak, his dark, many-caped greatcoat,
            his beaver hat, her bonnet—and the maid named Dot watched him bear them away. Her expression confusingly suggested Mr. Pike
            had just robbed her.
         

         
         “Have you indeed rooms to let, miss?” her escort prompted.

         
         She turned with a start to them. And then she went still and studied them with what appeared to be unabashed fascination.

         
         “We’ve a suite available. It’s very nice and a bit . . .” She lowered her voice as if she were confiding a delicious secret.
            “. . . dear.”
         

         
         Daphne’s stomach clutched. A suite. Singular, she’d said. Perhaps only one room.

         
         “A suite includes more than one room?” her companion cleverly asked.

         
         “Three, sir.” She glowed as she imparted this marvel. “A sitting room, and two rooms for sleeping.”
         

         
         This was marginally better.

         
         “And the doors properly close and lock?”

         
         “All of our doors and windows properly close and lock,” Dot informed him proudly. “And all of our hinges are well oiled, and
            our flues are clean.” Dot seemed to have interpreted this question as a matter of housekeeping. “I’ll go and tell Mrs. Hardy
            and Mrs. Durand that you’re here.”
         

         
         She whirled and thundered up the stairs.

         
          

         By the time Lorcan and Daphne arrived at their door, a bitter, relentless January wind had been soughing and moaning through previously unsuspected cracks and crevasses of The Grand Palace on the Thames for nigh on a fortnight. It seemed no room was exempt. 

         
         “It sounds like a Peruvian whistle,” Mrs. Pariseau had said one night in the sitting room, with startling specificity. She
            was one of their very first guests, a spirited widow who seemed possessed of a great store of arcane knowledge, so everyone
            assumed this was correct.
         

         
         “Sounds a bit like my digestion,” Mr. Delacorte reflected in the smoking room. Anyone who had spent time with Mr. Delacorte
            there could attest that this was also correct.
         

         
         “It sounds a bit like you when I make love to you,” Captain Hardy murmured into Delilah’s neck while they were in bed one
            morning, listening to a low moaning created by the wind, and she’d given him a playful little swat.
         

         
         “It’s like the incessant chatter of a guilty conscience,” Lucien, Lord Bolt, marveled on a hush to his wife, Angelique, as
            they lay awake one night, listening to it.
         

         
         “Well, when you think about some of the things this building has seen . . .” Angelique murmured.

         
         In the scullery, the wind had once groaned so sorrowfully and so harrowingly Dot had taken such a fright that she now refused to enter it alone, or at night. The very notion of ghosts both terrified and thrilled her, but she also found it thrilling to be terrified. She liked to imagine she was a heroine in a Horrid novel. 

         
         All in all, the creaks, cracks, sighs, and whistles made Delilah and Angelique feel as if The Grand Palace on the Thames suddenly
            milled with unseen guests. Which was unsettling, as the ones they could see were challenge enough.
         

         
         Delilah and Angelique had lately been forced to admit to themselves that they had made a series of rare miscalculations. Flush
            from their success of letting a room to a scandalous opera singer in exchange for a spectacularly profitable night of entertainment,
            they had taken a chance on a charming, blushing, coltish trio of young German musicians who agreed to play in the sitting
            room at night now and again in exchange for a reduced rate on their rooms. They were polite, they spoke little English, and
            they played like angels.
         

         
         But they ate like oxen. With terrifying, unanticipated speed and gusto. Mr. Delacorte’s waistcoat button had popped twice
            as a result of efforts to keep up. Even Helga, who hailed from Germany and was inclined to be indulgent with anyone who appreciated
            her cooking, had been alarmed. She’d been compelled to frantically replan menus and shopping lists and budgets.
         

         
         When they weren’t practicing Mozart exquisitely in the annex ballroom, Hans, Otto, and Friedreich laughed uproariously amongst themselves in the sitting room and flirted with the maids. All Delilah and Angelique had to do if they wanted to discover why Rose or Meggie hadn’t yet finished the dusting was to follow the sound of giggling. 

         
         And then there was Mr. Angus McDonald, a somber, flame-headed Scottish scholar they’d admitted because they found his brogue
            a thing of great beauty, a sound like rough water tumbling over rocks on the misty moors. Which meant, unfortunately, they
            often could scarcely understand him. During his interview, they had mistaken what proved to be a certain unyielding dourness
            for appealing gravity. And he said things like “He’s an awfy scunnersome laddie” and “Whit dae ye pit in clapshot?” which
            they suspected might be faintly insulting, but they could mostly only nod and smile, as not even Captain Hardy nor Mrs. Pariseau
            was fluent in Scots Gaelic. They felt rather terrible about it, but he was meant to stay only a fortnight, and he had been
            given the room over Delacorte. The encroaching storm likely meant Mr. McDonald was going nowhere soon, unless it was mad,
            driven there by Mr. Delacorte’s snoring.
         

         
         And if Mr. McDonald and the German boys occupied opposite poles, in between were their husbands, who were at the moment moodily smoking in the gentlemen’s smoking room and talking in low voices of worrisome things they clearly didn’t want Delilah and Angelique to hear. Captain Hardy, a legendary former blockade commander, and Lucien, the bastard son of a duke who had made a fortune at sea, were now partners (along with Mr. Delacorte) in an import endeavor, the Triton Group. Their ship carrying silks and spices from the Orient was nearly a fortnight overdue in port. This was the source of their muttering. Any number of things could have happened to The Zephyr. Taken by pirates or sunk by a storm. A lightning strike might have turned the mizzenmast into a torch. Mutiny. Illness.
            Tsunamis. Sea monsters.
         

         
         For more than a week Captain Hardy and Lucien had been away from home for long hours in meetings with investors and merchants
            and insurers, as well as helping to sandbag storage warehouses in preparation for the anticipated storm.
         

         
         “It’s going to be a bad one,” they’d grimly predicted.

         
         The ladies had prepared as best they could. Menus were planned that wouldn’t involve frequent trips to market; a little library
            of books and games, like Spillikins and decks of cards, were collected and installed in rooms, and embroidery silks and yarn
            and oil pastels were stockpiled in case a guest wished to pass the time knitting or drawing.
         

         
         Such had been the steadily gathering tension at The Grand Palace on the Thames, Captain Hardy had taken to mostly speaking
            in tense monosyllables even to his wife, as if to offset the relentless vigor of the German boys. And he was never loquacious
            at best. Delilah could scarcely bear it.
         

         
         So Angelique and Delilah went after the drafts the way Gordon, their fat, striped cat, went after mice, because moisture was the cancer of an old building like The Grand Palace on the Thames, and it was one of the few things they currently could control. Mr. Pike, their prized new footman, had been so helpful in that regard. But he, too, needed to be fed, and male servants were taxed. 

         
         When the first raindrops finally began to fall it was almost a relief, and Angelique and Delilah looked up alertly at the
            familiar and portentous sound of Dot scrambling up the stairs and set aside their mending as she burst breathlessly into the
            room.
         

         
         “We’ve visitors who would like to let a suite.”

         
         “A suite!” said Delilah. “Well then. What are they like, Dot?”

         
         “She is a lady. And he is a pirate.”

         
         She gazed at them with a look of happy expectation.

         
         Delilah and Angelique exchanged glances.

         
         “Dot,” Angelique began carefully. “Are you certain you aren’t confusing the two of them with the story Mrs. Pariseau read
            in the sitting room the other night?”
         

         
         “She is a lady.” Dot, the former worst lady’s maid in the world and current cherished-if-occasionally-bewildering member of the staff, was a trifle indignant. She did know her ladies from her not-ladies. “She talks just like you and Mrs. Durand, elegant, like.” She liltingly imitated them. “Her cloak is good wool, but not in the first stare of fashion. Her shoes are well made but the toes are worn and she has all of her teeth and a nice smile. But she’s very pale and her eyes are like this.” She bracketed her own with her fingers and stretched her lids to illustrate someone who looked as though they’d had a tremendous surprise. “And he is a pirate,” she concluded firmly. 

         
         Delilah heard Angelique draw in a long, audible breath. As if she hoped if she sucked in enough air she’d find some nourishing
            patience somewhere in it, the way a whale took in krill.
         

         
         Dot fanned out a hand and with the other counted out qualities on her fingers. “He is wearing a gold earring. And I think
            there's a ruby in it! An earring! I ask you! His hair is this long”—she pointed to a place below her ear—“and it’s black as a raven’s wing! His teeth are bright. He is enormous.” Enormous
            was a word she’d lately taken to using as often as possible. “Black as a raven’s wing” she’d absorbed from one of the Horrid
            novels they’d read aloud in the sitting room at night. “And . . .” She paused, to heighten the sense of drama. “He has a scar
            from here”—she slowly drew it with her fingertip along her own face—“to here.”
         

         
         They had to admit, their potential new guest sounded somewhat piratical. It wasn’t out of the realm of the possible, given
            that their pristine little boardinghouse was located near the docks. Even pirates had to disembark their ships sometimes.
         

         
         She paused. “He seems pleasant, however,” she added, dubiously. “Pirates aren’t usually, are they?”

         
         Angelique furrowed her brow. “Hmm. Did you inspect him for parrots, Dot, or wooden limbs?”

         
         “No,” Dot admitted, dejectedly.

         
         “And they’re a married couple?” Delilah was already untying her apron and smoothing her skirts in preparation for going downstairs.

         
         “Well . . . she’s a lady alone with a man late at night and she said ‘we are looking for rooms.’ And I told them we had a
            suite of rooms available and it was dear, and they said ‘that will do.’”
         

         
         Dot was hardly entirely naive. But neither Angelique nor Delilah wanted to enlighten her as to the variety of interesting
            reasons a Lady with a capital “L” might be compelled to take a room with a pirate for just the night. Most of those reasons
            did not quite align with their vision for The Grand Palace on the Thames. Every now and then a man brandishing a crumpled, yellowing menu
            of prurient services would appear at the door and request the Vicar’s Wheelbarrow. He would be sent packing with an admonishment
            to read the sign. Granted, the building’s past did still haunt the sign in the form of a single word: “rogues,” still faintly visible behind
            the elegantly lettered “The Grand Palace on the Thames.”
         

         
         “Well, we’ll just go and have a chat with them, shall we? Will you bring in tea?” Angelique hung her apron on the hook near
            the door.
         

         
         Usually this request prompted Dot to hop delightedly and bolt back down the stairs.

         
         She remained rooted in place.

         
         Angelique’s and Delilah’s eyebrows launched in tandem.

         
         “Before we go down . . .” Dot took a deep breath. “I’ve something unfortunate to tell you.”

         
         Delilah and Angelique said not a word to each other. Nor did they meet each other’s eyes.

         
         The silent words “Oh, God” throbbed in the air.

         
         “Very well,” Angelique finally ventured.

         
         “It gives me no pleasure to report it,” Dot warned somberly.

         
         “You can tell us anything, Dot,” Delilah said gently as Angelique’s eyes flared a caution at Delilah. In truth, neither of
            them was certain they could withstand hearing all of Dot’s thoughts. It would be like taking all the medicines in Mr. Delacorte’s
            case. Hallucinatory. Headache-inducing. One might never be the same after.
         

         
         Dot took another deep sustaining breath and exhaled.

         
         “Mr. Pike cursed near the front door.”

         
         Angelique and Delilah carefully refrained from meeting each other’s eyes.

         
         “I see,” Angelique said gravely.

         
         “It was the word that begins with a ‘b’ and ends with an ‘ucks,’” Dot expounded.

         
         So . . . bollocks.

         
         “Right beneath our chandelier,” she pressed on, when they said nothing. She made it sound as though he’d urinated upon the holy sepulcher. The chandelier
            was, in fact, practically sacred as far as Dot was concerned. Below it, the words “The Grand Palace on the Thames” had first
            been uttered. Dot had been included in that magical moment and she never forgot it.
         

         
         With great patience, Delilah suggested, “Did you perhaps step on Pike’s foot again, Dot?”

         
         Dot hesitated. “His foot was the only part of him that arrived at the door before I did. I didn’t see it there when I arrived.”

         
         She gazed innocently at them, which was no challenge for her as she’d come into the world equipped with eyes like dinner plates. She was blossoming in interesting ways since they’d all moved into The Grand Palace on the Thames. While they rather liked her emerging initiative and competitive streak, it was becoming clear they might need to guide and prune it the way one might coax roses over a trellis, before it ran amuck and sprouted into full-blown guile. 

         
         “He almost stepped on mine just the other day,” she defended, correctly interpreting their expressions again. “And he’s a
            good deal . . . taller.” The word “taller” drifted a little wistfully when she said it.
         

         
         Pike was indeed tall. And fit. And probably anybody’s definition of handsome.

         
         If only he wasn’t her nemesis, was the implication.

         
         After the long and fruitless and frustrating search for a footman, Mr. Pike had been their reward at the end of a thrilling,
            harrowing episode at The Grand Palace on the Thames involving an earl’s runaway fiancée and a spymaster. And all the maids
            had been beside themselves with glee. Until Dot realized he would be competition.
         

         
         “Dot, even fine, upstanding men might curse if trod upon in just the wrong place,” Delilah informed her.

         
         “Oh, I didn’t know that.” Dot absorbed this information for a moment. “What is just the wrong place?”

         
         “No. We’re not going to give you advice on how to torment Mr. Pike,” Angelique said firmly. “You are the senior employee, he is new, and as such we should like you to arrive at a compromise with Mr. Pike whereby the door is answered promptly and politely and no one comes away from it limping.” 

         
         “Am I in charge of Mr. Pike?” she breathed. Her face had gone radiant with possibility.
         

         
         “No. But you are by way of a mentor. Someone who is kind enough to share their experience with a new person on staff.” Angelique,
            the former governess, was always a little stricter than Delilah, who never objected, as the two of their methods combined
            had proven to be effective.
         

         
         “I see,” Dot replied, only a little deflated.

         
         “Perhaps he’s still sore from the last time you trod upon him,” Delilah added. “You might even curse under such circumstances.”
         

         
         “I would never,” Dot vowed, after the fashion of a martyr.
         

         
         “Good to know, Dot,” Delilah humored. “Thank you for telling us about Mr. Pike. Will you go and make tea for our potential
            new guests now, please?”
         

         
         Dot bolted down the stairs again.

         
          

         And when Dot vanished up the stairs, Daphne and his Lordship at last turned to look at each other in the light of the chandelier.

         
         Whenever a surge of emotion tempted Daphne to avert her eyes from something, some stubborn, pilgrim quality of character compelled her to confront it with a steady gaze instead. She wanted to be brave. Permanently brave. She thought perhaps the more she worked at it, the braver she would become. It seemed the best way to ensure she was never frightened or hurt again. 

         
         “When you look at me like that, I feel like you can see into every crevice of my mind,” Henry had once told her with a little
            laugh.
         

         
         She’d been warmed clear through. She’d thought he’d found it charming.

         
         So even as she felt her every muscle contract against this man’s sheer sensory impact, she didn’t look away from him.

         
         And he was fearsome.

         
         His face had the stark drama of a landscape shaped by elemental forces, battering seas and brutal winds and the like. Shadows
            lurked in the little valleys beneath cheekbones hard and high as fortress walls. Black whiskers glinted on his box-cornered
            jaw. Thick, dark brows hung over deep-set eyes. A majestic nose presided over all of this.
         

         
         And a bright, white scar snaked like lightning from the corner of his eye to nearly his chin.

         
         Perhaps that’s how he’d gotten so adept at knocking knives from hands. Someone in his history hadn’t missed. He’d probably
            decided that was never going to happen again.
         

         
         His mouth—long and surprisingly beautifully shaped, the lower lip unequivocally sensual—curved in a patient, sardonic smile.

         
         He likely knew what she was thinking and gave not one damn. There probably wasn’t a thing or a person a man like this would
            need to worry about.
         

         
         What an enviable condition.

         
         His expression gave no clue as to what he thought of her.

         
         She suddenly felt small and ridiculous and plain next to him. As if the two of them were costumed for a pantomime. But who
            was she anymore, after all? She’d slipped and lodged in that awkward gap between social strata. Tumbling down further was
            unthinkable; her efforts to extricate herself merely seemed to wedge her in more tightly.
         

         
         He turned away from her and inspected the room into which they’d been ushered.

         
         It was soft and pink as a maiden’s blush in the firelight and so achingly cozy a lump formed in her throat.

         
         The crystal chandelier had fallen in love with him: it picked out a blue gleam in his hair, the glint from the gold hoop in
            his ear, and sprinkled a few rainbows on his black coat. His hair fell to his collar and was tucked behind his ears.
         

         
         “It looks like a granny’s house,” he murmured, bemused. “This place was once called The Palace of Rogues. It used to be a
            bordello.”
         

         
         She recoiled. “You thought you were escorting me to a bordell—”
         

         
         They pivoted at the soft swish of wool skirts and the brisk click of heels on marble. A blond woman and a brunette, side by
            side, wearing welcoming smiles.
         

         
         No.

         
         It couldn’t be.

         
         Shock fleetingly warped the room before her eyes. Then it merged with disbelief and shame and embarrassment before they all settled in an icy-hot pool over her heart. 

         
         Of all the things Daphne dared to waste a moment wishing for over the years—that Henry would have been an only child, for
            instance, so that his brother would never had needed a governess, that her father had never learned how to play five-card
            loo—this wish was perhaps the most fervent of them all: that a trap door would open beneath her. Because her pride was an
            open wound. She sincerely felt she hadn’t the strength.
         

         
         And yet, like all the moments that had preceded this one, she would need to face it anyway.

         
         “Good evening. Welcome to The Grand Palace on the—”

         
         The dark-haired woman stopped abruptly and her hand flew to her mouth in shock.

         
         She slowly lowered it.

         
         “Oh, my goodness,” she breathed. “Lady Worth? Daphne?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Daphne’s body knew what to do before she knew which words to form; her knees dipped in a curtsy.

         
         “Delilah! Oh, my goodness . . . what a pleasure . . . I cannot believe . . . that is . . . it’s been so long. Forgive me . . .
            ought I to call you . . . Lady Derring?”
         

         
         Mortified heat rushed into her face. What an appalling hash of a sentence.

         
         There really was no gracious way to say, “The last time I saw you, you were about to marry an earl, and now look at you! Here
            at a boardinghouse by the docks not one hundred feet away from where I was nearly robbed.”
         

         
         It had been perhaps eight years. Funny how time races when juggling one disaster after another.

         
         And to think her life had once been orderly and elegant and scripted. Belatedly she realized it was because she’d seldom been
            presented with social situations that defied convention.
         

         
         Daphne was—had been—perhaps still was?—Delilah’s social superior in every way: in wealth and stature and family name.

         
         But Delilah had possessed a different sort of social supremacy: she was beautiful. It had proved to be Delilah’s impoverished family’s salvation. 

         
         Daphne had not ever resented her. After all, they were united by the tension that beset all women: the rest of their lives
            depended upon making perfect matches. Daphne had money and stature; Delilah had eyes like a doe. These were what they brought
            to the marriage mart and her doe eyes had helped Delilah captivate the Earl of Derring.
         

         
         And furthermore, the last time Daphne had seen Delilah, she’d been so certain of her own future, so satisfied with how she
            envisioned life unfolding with Henry, it was simply impossible to begrudge a poor knight’s daughter the attentions of an earl.
         

         
         Delilah’s cheeks sported bright pink spots, too. She’d apparently wisely opted for silence instead of attempting a sentence.
            But she couldn’t stop her famously lovely dark eyes from moving wonderingly between Daphne and the man standing next to her
            as if she’d been presented with an equation impossible to solve.
         

         
         “Life has been eventful indeed in the intervening years,” Delilah began with a little laugh. “It’s an honor to be able to
            welcome you to my home.”
         

         
         Delilah had been to Daphne’s home for teas and picnics and assemblies. They had liked each other. And yet both had been aware
            that Daphne had been extending graciousness and charity to the poor daughter of a knight.
         

         
         “I’m not certain whether such news would have reached you, but the Earl of Derring passed away not long ago. I’ve remarried. I’m known as Mrs. Hardy now.” 

         
         “I had not heard. I’m so terribly sorry for your loss.” She grasped hold of this platitude gratefully.

         
         Intriguingly, Delilah hadn’t qualified the earl’s passing with a “sadly.”

         
         “I’m very well and happy,” Delilah added hurriedly, and, Daphne thought, with a frisson of defensiveness. “My husband is—”
            She pressed her lips together, then gave another little laugh. “Oh, for heaven’s sake! Forgive me. Do let me start over, Daphne!
            In my delight and astonishment in seeing you again I have quite forgotten my manners. Allow me to introduce my dear friend
            and fellow proprietress of The Grand Palace on the Thames, Mrs. Angelique Durand.”
         

         
         So, Delilah, a former countess, now ran a boardinghouse near the docks.
         

         
         The golden-haired Mrs. Durand curtsied. “How do you do, Lady Worth?”

         
         Hers was another soothing accent: it spoke of education and refinement.

         
         “A pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Durand.” Daphne’s knees recognized those words as a cue for another curtsy.

         
         Throughout these exchanges, the large, fearsome stranger who had apparently thought he was leading her to a bordello remained
            so quiet and watchful he might have been one of the gargoyles lining the roof.
         

         
         There fell the inevitable awkward pause, during which torment ramped in Daphne.

         
         Because the three of them were such well-bred ladies, and as such were bound by and observed the social rituals and niceties, Daphne knew what they expected her to do next. 

         
         But she couldn’t do it.

         
         More specifically, because she hadn’t the faintest idea what to say.

         
         Delilah prompted gently, tentatively, “Dot tells us you’d like a suite. How lovely! This must be your . . . husband?”

         
         In truth, there wasn’t quite an ellipsis’ worth of hesitation before she said the word husband.
         

         
         But the minute pause fair echoed like a chasm.

         
         Because they all knew there was only one acceptable answer.

         
         And it was the glimmer of hope in the words that cut Daphne so savagely: Delilah hoped Daphne had not plummeted so far in
            life that she was now the unmarried lover of a large pirate. Delilah clearly hoped that her life was as happy as her own apparently
            was, when it was patently not.
         

         
         If Dot hadn’t already made it clear to Mrs. Durand and Mrs. Hardy she was amenable to sharing a suite with this man, and if
            anyone else at all besides Delilah had asked the question, she might have been able to spontaneously invent an alias and a
            story. An alias had been her plan, after all, when she’d gone out the window.
         

         
         But she didn’t know Delilah well enough to tell her the truth of her life as it was now. Moreover, her pride wouldn’t let
            her.
         

         
         And the truth was scaldingly painful, humiliating, frightening, and messy. To tell it properly she would need to start with what had happened with Henry. She in fact knew no one intimately enough to entrust with her truth, unless it was Henry. He’d once been the beating heart at the center of her everything. Everything else had been a tributary that ran to and through the fact of him. 

         
         There was the shorter truth: Oh, this man? I found him in an alley while I was leaping from a window, right into his arms!

         
         And as another second ticked by Daphne realized that chasm of silence had a crumbling edge. The man standing next to her was
            a terrifyingly unknown quantity. In less than an hour, she had come to believe he was capable of anything.
         

         
         He proved her correct by doing the most shocking thing of all.

         
         “Aye, just call me Mr. Lady Worth. For indeed, I am Daphne’s proud husband.”

         
         He bent his big frame in a bow so low, slow, and graceful it flirted with parody. It was a sensual caress of a bow.

         
         Daphne noted that Delilah and Mrs. Durand were at once transfixed.

         
         When upright he said, “I more typically answer to Mr. Lorcan St. Leger. It is indeed a pleasure to meet any friend of my wife’s.
            Thank you both for welcoming us to your establishment. I understand The Grand Palace on the Thames is very exclusive and it’s
            easy to see why.”
         

         
         It was such a pretty speech it was almost impossible to believe he’d recently hissed a death threat to a knife-wielding thug. If she’d closed her eyes, she could almost believe he was a gentleman. Almost. 

         
         Relief and humiliation and relief again visited her in violent succession, like those slaps he’d applied to the thief. He’d
            solved a problem and created another.
         

         
         But wasn’t that the run of her life lately?

         
         Daphne realized she had never before outright, baldly lied to anyone. A lie made up out of whole cloth. And in a moment of
            startling epiphany, she realized it was because she’d never really needed to. She wondered how many things she would be willing
            to do if she were cornered. If self-righteousness was really just the bastion of the comfortable.
         

         
         “Thank you, Mr. St. Leger,” Delilah said. “That is very kind of you to say.”

         
         Both Mrs. Hardy and Mrs. Durand were regarding him with the sort of fascination and amazement to which he was no doubt accustomed.

         
         Which made her wonder what sort of men they’d married.
         

         
         Another silent interval ensued.

         
         Aplomb was in short supply in the pink room.

         
         “Well. Daphne!” Delilah turned to her. “My goodness. I suppose we can both attest that life certainly takes turns we do not
            anticipate. As do our hearts, I expect,” Delilah added, delicately.
         

         
         It was a tremendously kind thing to say.

         
         “Aye,” Daphne croaked. Absurdly. After a long moment.

         
         She could not look at Mr. St. Leger.

         
         “We thank you for your kind words, Mrs. Hardy,” St. Leger said soberly.

         
         “Thank you, Mr. St. Leger. Please, do have a seat. Dot should return shortly with the tea, and I expect you’ll both need it.
            Perhaps you would like a little brandy to take off the chill?”
         

         
         “We are so grateful for your hospitality,” he said again. “Brandy would be most welcome.”

         
         We. The word clanged against her ear. “We” had meant something else altogether to her once, something nearly
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