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            PROLOGUE

          

          LONDON, 1815

        

      

    

    
      The hoofbeats couldn’t pound fast enough to erase the feeling of dread that draped her like a cloak. Lydia hated being that close to the river, the creaking mastheads, the towering giants, the smell of sewage and rot. But perhaps that was the smell of her own soul, rotting her from the inside out. She’d know the difference as they retreated further into London—if the smell was her or if it was Wapping.

      “We are never going there again,” James said, leaning forward to peer out the carriage window for some unknown danger lurking about in the shadows. The carriage lurched as Vasily, the driver, climbed atop his perch. James pounded the carriage wall, and the vehicle eased into motion.

      “I don’t know,” Lydia said, shivering in her pelisse. The area was still haunted by the gruesome Ratcliff Highway murders five years ago, giving them a false impetus to visit the area, as if they were voyeuristic aristocrats out to tour the misfortunes of others. “I thought I might ask Papa to buy some property in Wapping.”

      James rolled his eyes. “Fancy being a fishwife now?”

      “That makes it sound like I would marry a piece of cod.”

      “Might make a good husband. Won’t beat you and all that.”

      “Your standard for marital bliss is staggering.” She could see her breath in front of her face. She had been glad to have both James and Vasily there for protection. “What will Margaret say about this?”

      “You shouldn’t have gone. I should have done this alone.” James pulled a blanket out from underneath the seat. “Take this.”

      Their appearance an hour earlier in the Kings’ Arms tavern was accepted as morbid tourism. No one had cared that two aristocrats and a foreign bodyguard sat down with a scruffy sailor. No one had noticed when James slipped that sailor a sack of coins worth more pounds than any of them would see in a year. James didn’t trust the man, but Lydia didn’t care; she didn’t have a choice whether to trust or not. She needed the midshipman.

      “Maybe we don’t tell Margaret,” James suggested.

      “Margaret agreed to all the same sacrifices we did.” Lydia arranged the blanket around her and pulled it up to her neck, but the shivering didn’t stop because it wasn’t just the cold. It was all of the darkness, pooled around her for so long. It was the odor of stale brandy from her childhood, it was the heavy weight pinning her down, it was the guilt for pulling James and Agnes and Margaret into it with her. If only she had kept her mouth shut. No one would have had to know, and while it would have killed her, at least the rest of them would have been free.

      “We were just children. Agnes and Margaret more so. They didn’t know what they agreed to,” James reminded her.

      “But they’ve made their sacrifices just the same.” Lydia’s clothes felt wrong on her body. The chafing fabric, even the stockings on her legs, the hair on her head. “They have a right to know.”

      “It’s a hanging offense. Do you realize that?” His face was nothing but harsh planes in this dim light. She did her best to ignore the resemblance to his father, the face of the monster in her dreams.

      “I do,” she whispered. “As did Midshipman Smith. As do you. This is the risk, and we are all taking it.”

      James fell back against the squabs, silent as the clack of the wheels turning on the road. It would be some time before they were home, back to Mayfair, back to clean rows of hedges and curated heirlooms and constructed histories.

      “Do you think he can do it without hurting anyone?” Lydia asked. “You know Margaret will be concerned.”

      “And you aren’t?” James scoffed. He shook his head. “He said he could do it.”

      “Needs must, and all that,” she said. There was nothing right about this. Or her. Or the world. There was no blanket big enough to hide under, no embrace safe enough to hold her, no volume of tears big enough to calm her. Her body trembled, the panic threatening to take over.

      “It’s not just your revenge,” James reminded her. “He hurt so many people.”

      “James.” She said his name to bring him to his senses. “This isn’t about your father. He’s dead. Tonight was about Hackett.”

      James shifted in his seat, the muscle in his jaw flexing as he clenched his teeth.

      Lydia flitted her hand out, trying for a gesture that meant they could drop the subject. Her temporary palsy didn’t make it very clear, but James understood.

      “As long as Midshipman Smith can manage his commitment aboard the Europe,” James said, “we will have only two of those bastards left.”

      “One,” Lydia corrected. “Denby is on a trajectory that no one can help. Sebastian looked into his finances for me.”

      “Must you include Sebastian?” James’s brows knotted together in a pout.

      “Must you whine? You are impossible when you’re petulant.” Lydia pulled the blanket up around her neck again. The shakes were fading now that they were talking about actual plans.

      “He isn’t a part of us. He doesn’t have any stakes.”

      “He was William’s friend, and that’s what matters,” Lydia said. William’s death had been the reason they were all together in that country house fifteen years ago. The family was shoring itself up, licking its wounds. It was unthinkable that the heir to her father’s title would have perished with something as commonplace as catarrh, but he had. William was so much older that he’d already been out of the nursery by the time Lydia and James came along, but he was their hero. He took time to play with them whenever he was home. He taught Lydia how to ride and play cards. He carried baby Agnes around like he was her own nursemaid. Everyone commented on what a sweet boy the heir was to dote so on his sisters.

      William got sick at school and was transported home white as a sheet, buried in blankets, his lips an unnatural color. Then he was gone. The girls had been kept from him to prevent any further illness.

      So, they took to the country—Lydia, her father, mother, and sister. Her mother’s sister’s family, too: Lord Andrepont, Lady Andrepont—her mother’s sister—their heir James, and, oddly, Margaret, the daughter of a housemaid, who everyone knew to be Andrepont’s bastard. But everything about James’s family was strange. Sinister.

      And Andrepont was a monster. Everyone knew it. Everyone whispered it. Even the nursemaids with children present. He was the shadow in the corner, the highwayman in the woods.

      And they were right.
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          LONDON, 1816

        

      

    

    
      The mill had been out of Town the night before. It had taken John hours to get back home, late, bloodied but victorious. His body didn’t yet creak and ache, but he knew it would come the day after. Best to make money while there was money to be made.

      Parsons entered the room with a tray.

      “I’ll eat at Garraway’s, don’t worry. Is Michael ready with the gig?” John tied his cravat in a hasty mailcoach knot.

      “May I help you with your coat, sir?” The butler’s tone of voice was imperious, commanding even. It wasn’t a question so much as a nudge toward his desire for John to set up his house properly. Hire a valet, a cook, a kitchen maid, instead of leaving this lurching townhouse empty save Parsons, Michael, and the maid whose name he couldn’t remember. He hadn’t seen her but once, when he hired her. Lucy, maybe?

      “Aye—I mean, yes. Please do,” John said, trying to match his butler’s unhurried formality. The crisp distance wasn’t part of his nature.

      Parsons held out the coat, and John shrugged into it as the butler pulled and pinched the fabric here and there, retrieving a brush to take off any stray bits of lint that may have stuck.

      John said, “Am I fit to go gossip with all those rogues and cheats?”

      Parsons inclined his head with a faint smile. “I will get Michael readied for you, sir.”

      John needed to work—it was as urgent a feeling as needing a chamber pot. He took a sip of the coffee Parsons had left for him. It was better than the swill he picked up at Garraway’s, but he needed the company that the coffeehouse gave. He hated the days the Exchange was closed. The coffeehouse became the de facto Exchange, with runners from all industries reporting as brokers and jobbers congregated and poured over newspapers from all around. He thundered down the stairs, no doubt causing Parsons a fit.

      But no, the unrufflable butler was by the door with hat and gloves waiting. Just once he’d like to catch the man out. “Michael will be out front shortly.”

      “Tell him I’ve started on. He can catch me up on Holborn,” John instructed, pulling on the gloves. “Fine togs make me look a respectable sort, yeah?”

      Parsons’s face twisted. “If I may, sir, the clothes may do the service, but the state of your face after one of your events does not.”

      “It’s a mill, Parsons. A prizefight. I see toffs there all the time. It ain’t like it used to be.”

      “Some things, perhaps, are not. However, some conventions are not so easily brushed aside. You do look a bit of a…” The butler cleared his throat and looked away. “A bit of a highwayman.”

      There was the rancor! John laughed. He couldn’t wait to tell Caulie about the discomfort of a man he paid to bring him his coffee in the morning and his liquor at night. It just seemed all backwards. Like living with money turned the whole world upside down. “Let me put you at ease, Parsons. It’s just Garraway’s, and all of those blokes have seen or had a bit of blackening of the peeper afore. Ladies ain’t allowed.”

      “Very good, sir.” Parsons returned to his full height and full distance.

      John popped his hat on, giving it a thump for good measure. He could swear Parsons cringed. John supposed he should speak in his genteel accent with his butler, but it was so much more fun to needle that way. Besides, he still thought in those meaner tones. He couldn’t be expected to get up in the morning with such long vowels.

      Michael wasn’t at the front gate with the gig yet, and John was not a man who did well waiting. But as he passed through the wrought iron fence, he spotted a different quarry.

      Ladies Lydia and Agnes Somerset were leaving the townhouse next door. What a strange bit of luck. Lord Elshire rented the house, and his ward was just now having her debut. John had not met the girl yet, but Lord Elshire was an interesting cove who had never spent much time in London. This was the first time John had seen the Quality leaving the house. Society didn’t always go as far afield as Marylebone. He checked his watch and there they were, upholding the rules of such ladies. They were on their round of calls. Three-fifteen. Formal call, then, not yet friends.

      He itched to curl his hands into fists, just to shadowbox there in the street, blow off some nervous steam. But he didn’t. He stretched his neck from side to side, feeling the comfortable crack on the right and on the left and on the right again. He hadn’t planned this moment, but he’d dreamt of it.

      Pearl needed a sponsor. He had enough money to line his pockets for all time, but his sister needed a protector, and a husband was better than a brother. But if she was going to marry well, she needed more than money. She needed friends in the right places, an entrance to the best parties, to the fashionable shops. Right now, she was mired in the lower middle class at Mrs. Tyler’s Boarding School for Ladies. It was more than he could afford when she started, and it was less than he could wish for now that she was finishing.

      To make Pearl’s happiness come true, he had to find her some new acquaintances. He hadn’t been able to figure out who, exactly, would be good mates for her. Henrietta had tried to be helpful during their dalliance, but she didn’t know the unmarrieds.

      But here on his doorstep was the fashionable set! Seemed like Fate. Nothing to it but to be bold. Best not think too hard; he was better on his feet.

      “Excuse me, Lady Lydia, Lady Agnes,” he called to the women as they walked to their phaeton. He cleared his throat, trying to remember to open his vowels, yawning to make those expensive sounds.

      Lady Agnes, the tall one, kept talking. She was bigger all around than her older sister, and a bit plain. Lady Lydia was in front, her expression colder and even more distant than Parsons could be on a December day in Hell. She moved well, Lady Lydia did. A strange thing to notice, maybe, but she moved like someone who knew her business, not careless and flip with her limbs. Her dark hair was shiny, visible underneath her bonnet, decorated with lavender flowers. She wore a gray-and-violet dress tailored so well that despite it showing off her curves, it seemed just as impenetrable as a suit of armor.

      “But I thought it was perfectly well done. Really, Lydia, sometimes you can be such a snob,” Lady Agnes was saying. They approached the phaeton, but the step wasn’t down and the driver hadn’t noticed the ladies were ready.

      “Pardon me—” John tried to cut in again, but Lady Agnes was back at her patter.

      “I can see precisely what James sees in her, of course I can. What is shocking to me is that you cannot. It really is a selfish thing to not be able to see the very attractive traits in others,” Lady Agnes continued.

      He’d committed now, to anyone watching, to speak to these ladies. He would be a fool to give up, and especially a cur to abandon the acquaintance if Pearl needed it. He didn’t think, he just acted. He put his hand out and landed it on Lady Lydia’s arm.

      Her head whipped around. Lady Agnes gasped. Wrong move.

      “Pardon me,” Lady Lydia bit out in a tone that should have poisoned every stray dog, cat, and rodent within a one-mile radius.

      John gave the biggest, least threatening smile of his life. He willed his blue eyes to sparkle with charm. If there was ever a time a diamond could pop out of his peepers, now was the time. “Excuse me, Lady Lydia, I was hoping to have a word.” Belatedly, he swept off his hat and gave a quick bow.

      “We all face disappointment in life,” she said, the poison receding just a bit. It was the first time they’d been face to face, but recognition flared. Her eyes were blue, but the dark and stormy type, the opposite of his own. They were offset by dark eyelashes and brows, and an almost star-shaped beauty mark near her right eye.

      It was as if all the wind had been knocked out of him. He willed himself to breathe. He hadn’t felt like this since he’d lost a mill to the Game Chicken three years ago. Those fists the size of pineapples and the brilliant midnight blue of this woman’s eyes had the same effect.

      The driver lumbered down off his perch. He was the size of a small horse with hands like a porter’s hooks. This man was the protection, not just the chauffeur.

      “I don’t care much for disappointment, my lady,” John said, giving another great smile, this time including Lady Agnes, who he had momentarily forgotten was still standing there. He concentrated on breathing in and then breathing out.

      “We haven’t been introduced,” Lady Lydia said, as if she were speaking to a child. It was like she knew all the tones that could put off a person and didn’t mind using them.

      “Walk with me for just a moment, here, in public, with chaperones.” He gestured to her sister and the driver. “And that will surely remedy our acquaintance.” He offered her his arm.

      “That isn’t how it works.” She folded her arms across her chest. “Perhaps if you had better breeding, you would know.”

      If this had been a turn-up, all bets would be against him. “I’ve spent my life taking chances, my lady. I always weigh the risk to benefit. Making your acquaintance, however I can get it, is worth the risk. And knowing me is always a benefit.” He meant to give another non-threatening grin, but he was in earnest. This was the grin that marked him as rubbish. The Quality didn’t smile—they didn’t need to. But it was the winning bits of his domino box that made folks relax and trust him.

      She narrowed her eyes and watched him for a moment. It was only then that he remembered his black eye. He must be a wretched fright for a lady like her. No wonder she wouldn’t talk to him.

      “Agnes, get in the phaeton. We’ll walk a single block, sir. Make your case. Vasily will follow us.”

      “But—” Lady Agnes protested.

      “Done,” John said, wanting to stick his hand out to shake, as if this were a deal on the floor of the Exchange. It felt like the hardest bargain he’d driven that year. Maybe even that entire decade. Was he supposed to feel grateful? He wasn’t sure.

      The driver folded down the step and handed the taller woman into the phaeton. Lady Lydia spun on her heels to walk in the same direction the horses were pointed. Thankfully it was towards Holborn, and thus Garraway’s. John hurried to take the street-side position next to her.

      “Don’t go far,” Lady Agnes called from the open vehicle.

      Lady Lydia turned to give her sister a sharp look. As she turned back, John caught a glimpse of a mischievous expression. Maybe she thought of him as a kind of adventure? Not the first time. The Quality was always entertained by a bit of mud.

      “You may begin your inquisition,” she prompted.

      John cleared his throat. “I was hoping to obtain your help.”

      “Oh?”

      He took a chance and glanced over at her face—still icy, still haughty, an eyebrow raised as a question. But was it in response to his question, or was it that he, himself was questionable?

      “It’s for my sister. I know that with our breeding, as you put it, she’d never get an invitation to Almack’s, but an invitation anywhere would be a good start.” His mouth started to run away from him. “She needs a chance. I’ve made my money, but it’s different for ladies. As you know.”

      Michael drove up with his gig. John made a motion for him to circle around the block and try him again. They crossed a street, and he knew he should be thankful that she walked with him onto a second block of houses.

      “A chance at what, precisely?” Lady Lydia asked.

      He cut a sidelong look at her. She knew exactly what he meant. Why was she making him say it? Suddenly he felt very foolish, and he didn’t like to feel foolish. She was mocking him, trying to make him say how very crass and crude he was. So he was born in St. Giles. So he grew up with a pig inside the house. So he could outpunch a cove twice his weight. So there weren’t much more to recommend him than the massive jingle in his pocket. But he had a massive jingle, which was more than most of her lot could say.

      “Don’t play the air-headed bon vivant, my lady.” Irritation seeped into his voice.

      Her voice snapped back into ice. “I don’t care for your tone.”

      John glanced back to see where their vehicles were. Michael was still circling the block, and the lady’s phaeton was stuck at the previous intersection, which was blocked by an old, shabby carriage. The horse hitched to it was clearly in distress, its ears pinned back. John’s attention returned to the woman next to him. She had twisted this conversation into something impossible. It weren’t as if he were asking her to introduce his sister to the Prince of Wales. Just a silly garden party sometime. Or take her to buy a hat. Or ribbons, or hell, he’d buy them a whole haberdashery if it would get Pearl mixing with the right people. The right men.

      A man that would treat her well. One that wouldn’t go out cavorting and bring her back the pox. One that would listen to the fairytales she made up, the kind that he listened to for hours on cold nights when the wind whistled through the broken glass. A man that would love her. One that would see her through not just the ripening of her belly, but also the aftermath and all the bother a babe might bring. The kind of man they’d never met. The kind of man he’d hoped he could be, but knew that he wasn’t.

      Pearl’s man needed to have money, but it didn’t have to be much. John had the Midas touch enough for everybody. If this man were titled, that could be right fun. But the man needed to have respectability. That vaporous, elusive quality that even John wasn’t sure what it meant. That was the man for Pearl. Respectable.

      Which, according to Parsons, he was not.

      “She needs a respectable man,” John said.

      The woman nodded her understanding but didn’t say anything. So, John’s mouth just kept running. “And since your lot is so obsessed with respectability, I thought—”

      She barked out a laugh. Wasn’t that rude? Or at least, a breach of a young lady’s etiquette? He stared.

      “Obsessed is the proper term, but you won’t find true respectability amongst Peers, I’m afraid. I’d stick to your own.”

      “I beg your pardon, my lady?”

      She halted their walk to turn and face him. “I know who you are, Mr. Arthur. Would you ever enter into a brawl with a man smaller than you who had no formal training?”

      His pride flared. “Of course not.”

      “Even if he was saying mean things to you?” Lady Lydia questioned.

      This was a trap. He didn’t know where she was going with it, but he knew enough to want to sidestep it, to prove he was smarter. But since he didn’t know what this had to do with respectability, he stuck to the truth. “Words are just words. They can hurt, but a person doesn’t always recover from a beating.”

      Lady Lydia nodded her agreement again. Her hair caught the afternoon sun and it shined, showing deep, rich colors. He wanted to touch it with his bare hands to see if it was as silky as it looked. “Just so. Because your opponent is weaker, smaller, untrained. Ungentlemanly to attack, isn’t it?”

      “I agree with you, my lady. But what does this have to do with respectability?” He cracked his neck again, side to side, before he could catch himself. Rude behavior, he knew it, but old habits couldn’t be erased so easily.

      Her eye was caught by something up the street at the previous intersection. But she righted her attention back to him. “It is considered respectable to beat your wife. A man may bludgeon a woman, hopefully not to death, but certainly within a handspan of it, if need be, and still be considered respectable. Are those the type of men you would like your sister to meet?”

      He was horrified. “Of course not!” How had this conversation gone so wrong?

      “Respectability is in the eyes of the beholder, Mr. Arthur. It does not get transferred by patents of nobility. Excuse me.” Lady Lydia made a move to cross in front of him, into the street. Before he could think, he gripped her elbow to stop her. No one should be so foolish as to walk into the middle of a crowded thoroughfare.

      She gave him a look so lethal that were he not of hardier disposition, he would have fallen down dead. But he liked her elbow, and even through his gloves and her dress, he felt something—not electricity, more like the smooth stupor of good gin. Like he would get good and drunk just by being in her company.

      “I don’t know why you persist in the erroneous belief that you may touch me,” she snapped.

      He immediately removed his hands, holding them up and away from her. It was not for the likes of him to be touching the likes of her, right, right, understood. His head cleared instantly. Free of him, she moved into the street, deftly sidestepping the manure that dotted the terrain. She had her gaze fixed on the horse attached to the shabby carriage.

      She was daft. That explained it. She was purely insane. Clicking her tongue, trying to get the wild-eyed horse’s attention, she crept back towards the intersection. Michael appeared with his horse and gig on the opposite way, now blocked as well. Michael waved at John, but John ignored him, trying to ascertain what it was that Lady Lydia was after.

      Against his better judgment, he stepped into the street as well. Michael whistled for him, causing the skittish horse to rear. Michael’s horse whinnied in return. The reins slipped through the carriage driver’s fingers. Michael whistled again. The skittish horse bolted, ears back, the carriage clattering out of control. The driver’s eyes were wide, his mouth open as he scrambled to catch the loose reins.

      John’s legs were already in motion before he started thinking. He caught Lady Lydia in his arms, pushing her to the far side of the street. Their feet scrambled beneath them, and they fell just out of reach of the carriage wheels. They landed with Lady Lydia underneath him, a pile of horse dung not far from their heads.

      For a moment, with her eyes closed, her face relaxed, she looked approachable. Fun, even. The kind of girl who could have a few rounds and kick up her heels. Make a body feel funny and charming, not worthless and crass. His palm cradled the back of her head, underneath her bonnet. He was right, her hair was silky, pinned up in swirls and twirls. He wished he wasn’t wearing gloves. Still, it was a nice moment, it was. Soft and comfortable, without rules and order.

      Her eyes opened, and he could swear they were violet. Whatever color that was, those sparklers were pretty. He wasn’t supposed to talk so. No, he mustn’t use such language. But they were open, and big, and she looked as if she would nuzzle into him like a baby kitten nuzzles into the crick of an elbow. He wanted her to do it, too—he wanted her to feel safe and warm. And he would nuzzle her back, drunk on her smell of oranges and vanilla.

      But then he saw it: the wall came crashing down as she remembered herself. “I can’t breathe with you lying on top of me.”

      He grinned because everything absurd made him smile. Even the resignation he felt as they returned to who they were, letting that smooth, heady feeling disappear. He rolled off to the side, giving her more room. “Apologies, my lady.” He kept his hand in her hair. It was a pleasant thing, a woman’s hair.

      Then she began to tremble. Strange, sort of like the stray dogs that shake when certain people come near. Her jaw set so hard he wondered if she was going to break her teeth. Was it because of him?

      There wasn’t a moment he wanted her to waste being afeared of him, so he began massaging her scalp. It was a trick some of the other kids used to do when they were all holed up for the night, scared of the dark, too young to be imitating their elders with bedsport. Clever fingers run through hair melted away all manner of fears.

      “Are you playing with my hair?” she asked. But her jaw muscle relaxed.

      “No,” he said. It wasn’t playing with her hair. It was a real thing that helped people.

      “I think you are,” she teased. She really was mocking him now, trying to embarrass him. “I think you would like to kiss me.”

      That made him stop. He focused on her in the way he would focus on an opponent in the ring. The world melted away; all he could see was her. Her violet eyes became more vivid. Her scent of oranges and vanilla—dark and rich, not bright like oranges in the sun, but like a garden during a new moon—filled his head so completely it swam. Would he like to kiss her? Silliest question he’d ever heard. Her skin was smooth, her complexion pink with health. Only a body who was well-fed her whole life looked like that. She would have made his mouth water, but it was more than that: she was the personification of a hungering man’s desire. His body desperately wanted to respond, but he kept control. He was very good at control. “Of course I would. You are a very beautiful woman. To say otherwise would perjure Nature.”

      Her expression froze over, even more walls, even greater distance. He was inches from her face, but he may as well have been in Manchester.

      Two sets of boots came running up: one massive set, belonging to the chauffer Vasily, and the other still men’s boots, but underneath the hem of an expensive frock. Strange.

      “Lydia, are you hurt?” Lady Agnes yelled.

      “I’m not deaf,” Lady Lydia grumbled. John stood and tried to lend her a hand, only to be all but pushed aside by Lady Agnes and Vasily.

      “What happened? Why were you in the street?” her sister asked.

      Lady Lydia turned to John. “Please tell me you attempted to save my life rather than merely physically assaulting me,” she said. “If it was the latter, then I’m afraid poor Vasily here will have to dirty his fists.”

      John barked out a laugh. “Vasily will have to get in line.” He gestured to his black eye.

      “Are you well, my lady?” Vasily asked, his voice thick with a Russian accent.

      Her jaw muscle was back at full tension and John could see her hands shaking. She said, “Fine, Vasily, thank you.”

      “Please let me see you home,” John offered.

      “No, quite unnecessary, thank you,” she said, her spine straightening, her shoulders pulling back so hard it was as if she were being tied to a post.

      Stepping back to the sidewalk, he watched Lady Lydia limp over to the phaeton, using her sister and driver on either side as crutches. That had not gone well. He wanted to sweep her up in his arms, carry her to the carriage. Or to his house. To his bed. Those were not thoughts of a respectable man.

      But while his thoughts were still reeling and drunken, her expression was perfectly clear: he was mud, and that was that. Michael pulled up in his gig, and John clambered on.

      “That was a right mess,” Michael said. “What happened?”

      “No idea,” John answered. “I was hoping to get my sister asked to tea.”

      “Funny way to do it,” said Michael, urging the horse onward down to Holborn. “I’ve not tried pushing a lady down to get an invitation. Did it work?”

      “No,” John said. “I’ve made an ass of myself.”

      “I’ve made an ass of myself many a time afore.” The boy shrugged. “Sometimes it works.”
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      Vasily’s massive hands wrapped a bandage around Lydia’s ankle while her father looked on, perplexed. Agnes sat in the corner with the best light, embroidering. Her mother stood at the window, looking out, a picture of serenity. Thanks only to Lydia’s training was she able to discern the tenseness of her mother’s shoulders, the strain in her forearms as she tried not to ball her hands into fists.

      Sometimes it was hard to tell if her mother cared at all.

      “Are you well?” her father asked again, anxious because a man held his daughter’s ankle, even if it was just Vasily. The huge Russian had been a part of their household for years, familiar enough to have never induced a heart-pounding, abstract fear. Lydia’s debut season had been difficult because every man in the ballroom seemed to cause her to break into a cold sweat. She’d sought refuge in the carriage with Vasily until her mother had come to drag her back into the party.

      “Fine, Papa,” Lydia said.

      “Stay off it,” Vasily instructed. “No walks or horses for one week. No meeting with Miss Abbott.”

      Her mother turned her head towards them with a flicker of interest at the mention of no meetings with Miss Abbott.

      “But—” Lydia protested.

      The big man held up his hand. “No.” As a former mercenary, he knew injuries well. He treated Lydia’s infrequent wounds, but also burns for the kitchen staff and other mishaps at the estate. The servants appreciated his talents, bartering what they could afford for his treatments.

      “Most of your social obligations don’t require much walking,” Papa said. He was trying to be helpful. Did he not realize how much she loathed people? There were few exceptions, but removing her morning rides—charging through the underbrush and jumping fallen trees—made her days as dull and worthless as her acquaintances.

      “Fine. One week, that is all I will agree to,” she said. No horses for a week was inconvenient. To go a week without meeting with Bess Abbott might kill her. “The Beckersley ball isn’t for nine days anyway.”

      Vasily narrowed his dark eyes at her, not pleased with the idea that she might be dancing. Instead of fighting her on the subject of balls, her father nodded in acknowledgement. “Thank you, Vasily,” he said.

      The Russian grunted his assent as he left the room. “Ne za chto.”

      Lydia’s papa came to sit next to her, gray fading his dark hair. “Vasily mentioned a gentleman who came to your aid.”

      She folded her arms and fell back against her pillows. “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      “He saved her life when the horse charged,” Agnes said, letting the embroidery drift to her lap. “I watched the whole thing.”

      “Vasily said he didn’t know him,” her papa continued.

      “No,” Lydia said, although she believed Vasily was being purposefully obtuse to her papa to protect Lydia. Vasily likely recognized Mister John Arthur as a prizefighter, but perhaps not in the social context of paying a call in Marylebone. In that setting, Mr. Arthur was an upstart—a social climber who would do anything to break through the class barrier now that he had made his fortune. Why anyone would bother trying to get into this glass cage was beyond her. She’d be happy to do him a favor and block his entrance.

      He wouldn’t be the first prizefighter who tried to go respectable. She’d seen him fight, or mill, as it were. His popularity was deserved—he displayed theatrics while peeling—even she got a thrill in her stomach when his bare chest came into view. The muscle definition was an anatomic lesson. Who needed corpses to dissect musculature when they could just ask Mr. Arthur to disrobe?

      “The name of this hero?” her papa prodded.

      Agnes looked at her expectantly.

      Lydia rolled her eyes to keep herself from thinking about Mr. Arthur disrobing. “He’s no hero. He’s a stockbroker. A Mr. John Arthur.”

      Their papa started. “Really? How interesting.”

      “It really isn’t,” she brushed off. Should she out his pugilistic past? Would her papa care? He would care if he thought she knew him from that world. Her parents loathed her interest in boxing. She left her issues of Boxiana in her father’s study and in the drawing room, particularly when Mr. Egan took to another rant of how pugilism was the most English of sports. Boxing was the height of nobility, and engaging in it displayed unparalleled moral character.

      She wasn’t sure if those musings were entirely accurate, and she wouldn’t ascribe those qualities to Mr. Arthur after their brief encounter. But, if she could convince her parents it was true, then certainly such virtue was valuable in a woman as well, and they shouldn’t be so disturbed by her study.

      “He’s another money-grubbing social climber. He accosted me on the street. I have no idea how he knew where I was.”

      “I was there, too,” Agnes protested.

      Her papa wasn’t listening. Probably weighing the advantages of knowing this gentleman who was not a gentleman at all. “We should invite him to dinner. To thank him, as it were,” he said, getting up from his chair.

      “No, Papa. Papa?” Lydia leaned forward, trying to catch his attention. She wasn’t entirely sure why she never wanted to come face to face with him again, but the clutching in her chest was insistent. “Business stays at business. If you want to work with him, you contact him at his office, or club, or under whatever rock men like him hide themselves.”

      “Quite right, a dinner is the best idea. After all, if he is the Arthur I’ve heard about from Sebastian, he is quite a talented young man. One hears the gossip.”

      Lydia flung herself back again. The gossip about his talent was from the widows, and they would know. Admittedly, she had stood with them, listening to the lurid details, curious but not willing to investigate. She knew she was not made for such things. Her entire adult life was subterfuge to cover that she was broken. She had to get Agnes married off and then find herself a hermit’s lair. But first, revenge—then Agnes’s marriage, then she and a few horses someplace where she didn’t have to pretend to be whole anymore.

      “Not until I’m better, please, Papa?” she asked, her voice getting small. “I don’t want to limp in front of him.”

      Agnes gave her a look. Lydia returned it in kind.

      Her papa finally turned toward her. “I’ll send a note, unless you would like to do the honors yourself?”

      She waved her hand. “No, by all means. But can you please let the dinner be after the Beckersley ball?” If she could get him to postpone, maybe he would forget all about it.

      Truly, she didn’t want to limp in front of Mr. Arthur. But it was more than just pride. When they first went tumbling and her head had fallen back, she’d expected to feel hard cobblestones. Instead, there was the soft cradle of his hand. She’d felt safe. Safer than she had felt since childhood. As long as she kept her eyes closed, she could let go of it all. Set down the heavy burdens. It was seductive, and she had indulged herself for just a moment. When she had opened her eyes and saw him hovering above her, his strawberry hair glinting in the sun, his light-blue eyes promising not rescue but care, gentleness even—she had wanted to fall into that oblivion. Like dropping into a pond without a bottom. Effortless.

      But then she had remembered herself. Her broken pieces, her vengeful heart, her promise to the world that she exerted more power upon it than the world exerted upon her. And her fury sparked again, dowsed only for a single, drowsy minute. She was not to be coddled, and she was not to be distracted. She itched to see Bess Abbott, to feel that stretch and power in her own shoulders.

      She could respect Mr. Arthur from a distance. He carried power inside him somehow, constrained by sheer force of will. She liked that—it reminded her of herself.

      “Dear girl,” her papa said, “you don’t need to walk during dinner.” He kissed her on the top of the head. “I’ll send a note.”
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      Lydia, wearing a new midnight-blue gown, arranged herself on the sofa in the formal drawing room. She had opted for white gloves to contrast with the dark muslin of the sheathed overgown. A simple gold necklace highlighted her delicate neckline and slim shoulders. Gold ribbon hid the pins holding her hair in place.

      Agnes sat opposite her, wearing a simple but well-made olive-green gown. The color did nothing for her hair or skin, and she hadn’t bothered with any powder or jewelry. It was as if Agnes were trying to blend in with the furniture.

      “You could at least get some practice,” Lydia said.

      “Practice what?” Agnes asked.

      “Trying to charm a gentleman? Or at least letting them know you are sitting on the sofa before they try to sit down on top of you.”

      “We aren’t all peacocks, Lydia.” Agnes folded her hands in her lap, delivering the insult while looking as mild as milk.

      Lydia suppressed the desire to fiddle with the ribbons or the necklace. Her lady’s maid, Charlotte, had already chastised her once this evening. Lydia had been bred to never pace, never fiddle with her hair, and a whole host of other restrictions. Nervous habits were not ladylike. But why try to be a lady when she was already ruined? The damage had been done, so why make the Herculean effort to pretend otherwise?

      Her mother surveyed her. “Stand up, dear. You will appear more advantageous.”

      “But she has a limp, Mama,” Agnes protested.

      Only a few days had passed since the incident with the horse, as the family had termed it. James had howled with laughter when Agnes told her version of events. Even Margaret had laughed. Lydia had sat there over the tea and treats, scowling until he was finished.

      The ankle, in the meantime, had barely swelled. It was mildly tender, and only when flexed at certain angles. She wouldn’t be able to run, but when was a lady ever allowed to run?

      Lydia obeyed her mother, letting Agnes’s protest go to waste. “Here, near the mantel?” she asked, wandering over to the fireplace. “Or perhaps we should try the quiet, modest approach? Agnes would approve of that.” She retreated to the far doorway, which led to a private study, and posed with one hand on the doorframe, the other over her mouth.

      Her mother rarely looked her age, but on the occasions when Lydia tried her patience, Lady Lorian appeared every one of her forty-nine years. Her dark hair was the same shade as Lydia’s, but not as dark as her sister’s, the dowager Lady Andrepont. James resembled the two ladies more, but the hard lines of his jaw and the stout muscle of his body were all inherited from his father.

      When James moved too quickly, Lydia’s heart caught with fear because the resemblance was uncanny. It was a primal part of her that she didn’t think she would ever be able to turn off. Just as she would never tell James of it, his guilt already too great.

      Her own father entered, glancing at the clock.

      “He has a few more minutes before he’ll be late,” Lydia said.

      “Be nice,” her papa admonished.

      Lydia picked at her opera-length gloves. Her breathing was shallower than normal, which grated her nerves. Perhaps her stays were tighter than normal. She was not, in any way possible, anticipating Mr. Arthur’s arrival.

      The thought of his chest pressed to hers, lying on the cobblestone street, caught in his arms, was not supposed to resurface. The feeling of safety, the ability to relax were no more than mirages in a desert. This dinner had been arranged by her father as a gracious thank you, with perhaps some business thrown in, nothing more.

      Robling opened the drawing room door. “A Mister John Arthur,” the butler announced.

      The guest entered, well dressed as any gentleman. He wore black, the uniform of men going to dinner, though he and her father were matched in wearing old-fashioned breeches. She had expected him to be in trousers, but perhaps the conservative dress was intended to impress the nobility. His dark cravat was folded simply, held in place with a gold pin. His blue eyes were vivid as his gaze landed on each of them. He bowed low, a gesture she was accustomed to seeing, but his precise economy of movement fascinated her. Who moved like that, so purposeful in every muscle, as if he was trying to conserve energy as he used it?

      “My lord, I thank you for the invitation,” John Arthur said, eyes flicking toward the butler, a sure sign he was not of the aristocracy. Titled men rarely looked at servants unless it was with lechery.

      “Mr. Arthur, I am so pleased you could join us,” Lydia’s papa said. “May I present my wife, Lady Lorian, and of course, you know my daughters, Ladies Lydia and Agnes Somerset.”

      The guest bowed again, his ginger-kissed head dipping in the air with the same precision of movement. Lydia took the opportunity to examine him again through lowered lashes. His breeches were not quite new, but finely tailored. The advantage of breeches, rather than trousers, was that they outlined powerful legs much more clearly. His waistcoat sported a dark brocade that matched the same dark hue of the background, an elegant variation to distinguish himself when men would all be dressed the same.

      “I trust I meet with your approval, Lady Lydia,” Mr. Arthur said.

      The comment was meant to make her blush, to call attention to her study of him. He did not know she had steeled herself to unwanted emotional displays. “You’ll do, for a dinner guest anyway.”

      He inclined his head, not showing any signs of offense.

      “Lydia, be nice to the man,” her father admonished. “He saved your life, after all.”

      Mr. Arthur’s ruddy complexion flushed as he smiled. “I’m not certain Lady Lydia sees it that way.”

      All three of her family members glanced her way, looking for smooth compliments and a generous “thank you.” All three would see right through the pretense she was tempted to put on. Instead, she curtsied deep, a show of respect she would otherwise only have given to the Prince Regent himself.

      Mr. Arthur put out his hand to help her rise. It was an elegant move, and the touch of their hands—hers gloved, his bare—made heat pool in her belly. She lifted her eyes to meet his as she rose. This feeling was new, this heat, but it was not something to be felt while in the presence of one’s father, surely. Her look betrayed nothing, but his shifted from smug success to uncertainty. Perhaps it wasn’t so one-sided. That appealed to her.

      “Thank you for the gallantry,” Lydia said smoothly, still holding his gaze.

      “I am glad to see your injury quite healed.” His eyes bored into hers, as if the polite conversation could be a battle of wills.

      “A sprained ankle is easily healed. Had you not acted, I fear how long I would have needed to convalesce,” she said.

      Then a bell rang, signaling dinner. She still had not looked away from Mr. Arthur, and he returned her attention without embarrassment.

      “Have you used your whetstone?” she asked.

      Curiously, the question sharpened his gaze, turning his expression into that of a hunter.

      “To sharpen my wits?” he asked.

      Her cheeks flushed. She quite liked his look, dangerous as it was. It matched her own. She hadn’t expected him to understand her barb.

      “Mr. Arthur, why don’t you escort Lydia down to dinner?” her mother suggested, taking her papa’s arm.

      “Of course,” he said, holding out his elbow.

      Lydia glided forward, slipping her arm through his.

      “You should not stand in front of horses,” he said, just quietly enough not to be heard by her parents, who led them into the dining room.

      Agnes followed behind them, and Lydia could almost hear her eyes rolling.

      “Horses are prey animals, not predators,” she said. “They are only unpredictable when they are nervous.”

      “Either way, it was a poor idea.”

      “If the whistle hadn’t startled the animal, I would’ve been fine,” she insisted. “A loud noise would make any creature bolt.”

      “But a prey animal, as you put it, loses its mind.”

      “A prey animal bolts because it doesn’t want to be eaten,” she said.

      The table in the dining room was formally set, as if they were entertaining an equal. The silver gleamed in the candlelit room, the chandelier throwing a pleasant light under which women looked enchanting. Her mother didn’t leave any stone unturned when looking for beauty, and she certainly wouldn’t allow a man to walk out of the estate not singing the praises of Lady Lorian and her daughters. Why Agnes wouldn’t take advantage of this
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