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			Dragons

			London, 1801

			Charlene’s father was rarely at home, so having him promise to spend the whole evening with her was a treat. She and her parents had eaten dinner together and her mother had even splurged and allowed her father to light a fire in the sitting room hearth to stave off the cold damp.

			Cuddled into her father, who lay stretched out on some pillows on the floor before the fire, her eight-­year-­old self was as still as she could be so she would not miss a word of the story her father was telling. She liked books and she enjoyed her mother’s stories, but her favorites were always those her father told. He shared tales of adventure and sometimes magic. There were elves and fairies and evil spirits like banshees and “little devils.”

			Tonight he spoke of a noble prince who slew the dragon terrorizing the kingdom of a beautiful princess. In the end, they married and everyone in the kingdom came to their wedding and danced.

			“Like they came to your wedding feast?” Charlene asked.

			“Oh, this was grander than what your mother and I had. We only had a village,” he answered.

			“Why didn’t the princess slay the dragon, Papa?”

			Her mother laughed, a bitter sound. “Yes, Dearne. Why must it always be a prince who wins the day?”

			“Because, my love, that is the way of the world.” He mimicked her mother’s tone, and Charlene began to regret asking her question. “Men slay dragons.”

			“And if they don’t, Dearne?” her mother pressed, leaning forward in the chair where she sat, her legs covered with blankets. “What if they can’t or refuse to slay the dragon eating us up from the inside? Then what happens to the princess?”

			Anger pulsated in the air, as dangerous as a dragon who could devour a whole village. Charlene clenched her father’s jacket.

			Her father covered her hand with his, its warmth reassuring. “Be at peace, Julie,” he said to her mother. “You are upsetting our lovely Char.” He pressed a kiss on her forehead and Charlene let herself relax in this haven of his comforting presence.

			“I just want you to be my prince, Dearne.”

			“And I am, Julie. I try.”

			Her mother’s mouth opened as if she would say something, and then she looked away without speaking, her brow furrowed in concern.

			“I want to marry you, Papa,” Charlene chimed in, anxious for there to be peace. Then her father would stay with them always and not disappear for days, sometimes weeks at a time. Charlene wanted no more of the arguments that sent her mother into tears.

			Her father liked her comment. He gently pulled her braid and laughed. “You can’t marry me, poppet.”

			“Then who shall I marry?” she asked, the question suddenly important.

			He leaned close and whispered in her ear advice she would never forget. “Marry the man who slays a dragon for you, my little love. That is the man you can trust, and don’t settle for anyone less.”

			“There are no dragons in London, Papa.”

			“There are, but one does not see them immediately,” he answered. “They come upon us unawares . . .” His voice trailed off into silence, one that was heavy with sadness for both her parents, and Charlene knew it was her fault.

			She should not have pestered her father with talk of dragons. Why, everyone knew dragons were evil and evil thrived on unhappiness. That is what her mother said.

			Charlene started to ask for another story, one that would take away the sorrow in the room, but it was too late.

			Her father gently slid his arm out from under her head and came to his feet. “I must go out.” He spoke to her mother. “Don’t wait for me.”

			Her mother nodded, accepting, angry.

			Charlene did not want to accept. She jumped to her feet, tears coming to her eyes. “No, Papa, don’t go. Stay. I won’t ask any more questions. You can be right here with Mother and me.”

			He tilted her head up to look at him. “Tears, Charlene? Tears don’t solve anything.” He dried her cheek with the pad of his thumb. He was a handsome man. From him she’d received her white blond hair and blue eyes. “And I do want you to ask questions. It is what I adore about you. Now be good and mind your mother. I have a dragon to slay.” He patted her head and left the room as he had time and time again, except this night was different.

			This night, the dragon destroyed the prince.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			January 21, 1812

			Lady Charlene Blanchard didn’t know why the memory of her last evening with her father was tickling her mind. Perhaps it was because it had been on just this sort of dreary overcast day that they had pulled his body from the Thames.

			Or perhaps it was because she now slew her own dragons.

			Disguised as a lad in breeches, stockings, and buckled shoes, minus the buckles, she stood in the late afternoon’s lengthening shadows along Threadneedle Street. She hid the curves of her nineteen-­year-­old body with a loose shirt and even bigger coat. Her braid was wrapped around her head and tucked beneath a wide-­brimmed hat of the sort an ostler would wear.

			She watched with interest what was happening in front of the Bank of England. Three men had stepped out of the bank’s doors. She had seen them go in and had been close enough to hear their speech. They were Americans.

			Lady Charlene smiled. Americans or any foreigners were always good marks. They weren’t wise to the ways of the city.

			Her eye went to the heavy, brown leather coin purse the youngest of their number tossed into the air and then caught as if he hadn’t a care in the world. He grinned at his friends. “I plan on enjoying London.”

			“With wine and song?” the oldest suggested sardonically. He wore a bagwig and carried an ebony walking stick with a silver head. He was little taller than Char’s own five feet four. His shoulders were back and his head high. He had a bored expression, accentuated by his beaked nose and flat mouth. He dressed with an eye to detail.

			“No, with women,” the young one crowed. He had guileless good looks, the sort of man who ­usually married young and bred a gaggle of ­children.

			If Charlene had been in skirts, she had no doubt he’d be one of those hanging his tongue out for her. However, dressed as she was, she escaped his notice. She was one of thousands of street lads scurrying about London. The threesome hadn’t even given her a look as she moved closer to watch the purse.

			Her mark confirmed her suspicions. “I’m marrying in three months,” he informed his mates. “I have wild oats to sow and a ready cock.” He threw the coin purse in the air again but the tallest of his companions reached out and snatched it out of the air.

			A quick movement. A confident one.

			This man was no fool.

			He was thirtyish, tall, broad-­shouldered, with overlong dark hair and a square jaw. He was obviously the leader of the trio. There was a presence about him, a determination.

			The man also had a distinctive voice. There was a depth to it, a sound that set him apart from the others.

			Like Char, he wore a brimmed hat down over his eyes. She was hiding her abundance of white-­gold hair and long, dark, feminine lashes. She wondered what he was hiding.

			“We are not here to feed your pecker,” the man said, offering the purse back to his companion. “Or for you to catch the French disease.”

			“Sod off, Whitridge,” was the answer. The younger man tucked the purse into the deep pocket of his greatcoat. On the left side. And he didn’t button it. “I can take care of myself. And the first thing I am going to do is put as much distance as possible between you and me. Seven weeks on a ship with your constant criticism is all I can stand. I need at least seven weeks apart from you.”

			“We are here in the serv—­”

			“I know, I know, we are here in the service of our country. You really are a prig, Whitridge. Isn’t he, Lawrence?”

			Lawrence had been stifling a yawn. “Men with responsibilities usually are. I’m heading to our rooms. I want a good supper and a bed that doesn’t rock, which is the exact opposite of what you crave, Matthew. Until the morning, lads.” He didn’t wait for a response but went briskly off, swinging his walking stick.

			Matthew said, “Lawrence has the right idea. I’m off on my own.” Without a glance at Whitridge for approval, he charged into the flow of afternoon traffic.

			Char made her way after him, the man with the purse. She was confident in her disguise. She’d been dressing as a lad for two months now and enjoyed the freedom. No one had noticed she was female yet, proving her aunt Sarah wasn’t the only actress in the family.

			She was also taking pride in her new talent.

			Char, Lady Charlene Blanchard, was a pickpocket and a good one.

			The idea of her doing a bit of larceny had come from Lady Baldwin. Her Ladyship was a frequent visitor to the house on Mulberry Street where Char lived with her aunt Sarah Pettijohn. Before marrying Lord Baldwin and stepping up into the ranks of Society, Lady Baldwin had been an actress like Sarah and had also apparently dabbled in a bit of crime.

			“Sometimes a girl has to do what she must to survive,” Lady Baldwin had confided to Char. “Sarah has too much pride, but you understand the way the world works.”

			And Char did. The daughter of the infamous Lord Dearne knew very well how precarious life could be. Six months ago, her uncle Davies had stopped sending the monthly funds he’d ­promised for Char’s living. Even with Sarah working several positions at Haymarket theater, from roles on the stage to sewing costumes to even writing plays that the theater manager took credit for, money was tight and Char felt guilty. Her aunt could have made a very good living for herself if she hadn’t taken Char in.

			“We shall just slip a bit from those who can afford it,” Lady Baldwin had suggested. “It will be a balancing of the scales, so to speak.”

			That idea had appealed to Char. There had been those who had preyed on her father’s weaknesses to steal all that he owned. Now Char could repay them in kind.

			“You have quick hands and a bright mind. ­Between the two of us, we’ll have that rent paid,” Lady Baldwin had predicted.

			Of course, it had taken time for Char to learn the art of picking a pocket. Fortunately, Lady Baldwin was a good teacher and they had met with ­initial success. Claiming the money was from Uncle Davies, Char had given Sarah enough to keep the landlord from tossing them out.

			She was a bit short this month. The fat money purse Matthew had tucked into his open coat would make up the difference in the rent and more.

			Matthew was a cocky one. He turned toward the wharves and the hubbub always going on there. This was life in London at its rawest and Matthew fit in. He gawked at every female bosom that passed him by, shouldered his way through crowds gathered by pub doors, and generally ­behaved as if he owned the street.

			Char kept close without drawing his attention to her. She skirted around those Matthew offended. She trusted her disguise, and few noticed her.

			“Wait until the mark is properly distracted,” Lady Baldwin always advised. “Then you can lift his purse without his knowledge. His attention will be on something else. The secret to a good pickpocket is ­patience and the right moment.”

			The right moment for Matthew arrived when a tavern wench stepped out from the dark doorway of her establishment. She was a slatternly thing—­all bosom and chins—­but had the dark, sloe-­eyed look Char had observed men liked. The wench’s gaze met Matthew’s and then, with a shrug of her shoulder, her blouse fell down over one shoulder, revealing a good amount of bosom topped by a dark brown nipple.

			The American stopped dead in his tracks. The bawd grinned and nodded for him to follow her.

			At the same time, a woman carrying flapping headless chickens in both hands attempted to pass between Matthew and his coveted nipple.

			A better distraction could never be found.

			Char moved forward so that when Matthew practically fell over the woman with her chickens, she could pretend he had also shoved into her. His weight fell against her. Pushing back with one hand, she slid her other into his inside pocket.

			Her fingers closed over his purse. She pulled it out without him the wiser and elbowed her way past him. Now, she would hurry home—­

			“Stop, thief.”

			On those words, everyone on the street tensed—­even the bawd, the headless chickens, and most certainly, Matthew.

			But not Char.

			She recognized the deep voice. She did not need to turn to know that Whitridge had seen her take the purse. She took off running, fear giving her feet wings.

			For his size, Whitridge was fast. He was practically right on her heels. She could hear him breathe.

			She dodged in, out, and around the ­pedestrians on the crowded street. Whitridge barreled over people, earning him some rough responses. He kept shouting the order to “grab the boy.” ­Fortunately no one wished to be involved. They stepped out of his way, but they moved out of Char’s way as well.

			Matthew had realized he had been robbed. He shouted his outrage but he was well behind Char and Whitridge.

			Rounding a corner, she dashed down an alley and grabbing at a rain barrel as she passed. She threw it into Whitridge’s path. There was the sound of wood on stone, a grunt of pain, and strong curses.

			Char grinned at her success but did not ­indulge in a backward glance. Instead, she ­escaped onto a more crowded street, praying she had lost him.

			She hadn’t. She could feel his presence. The rain barrel had delayed him but had not stopped him.

			This street was busy with coaches, carriages, drays, and even sedan chairs and dogcarts. She zigzagged her way around them. Her chest hurt from running so hard. The leather soles of her shoes slid on the cobblestones. She had managed to tuck the purse inside her jacket because she needed to use her hands for balance and to ensure her hat didn’t fly off her head. Revealing her sex would be the ultimate disaster.

			She was moving toward home, toward safety. Soon they would be in neighborhoods where she could be recognized. For a moment, she debated running in the opposite direction, but couldn’t. She yearned for the haven of her bedroom, to throw on her skirts and safely return to being who she was supposed to be.

			But first, she had to escape Whitridge. The man was a bloodhound.

			Now it was Charlene who swore.

			She ducked down another alley that was only wide enough for her shoulders. Certainly the giant Whitridge could not follow her here—­and she was right.

			He tried to squeeze himself into the narrow space between buildings, and failed. She hurried on, hating the feeling of having the buildings close in around her. She had no idea what was at the other end of this alley but it didn’t matter. In ten minutes, she would be home.

			Home, home, home, home.

			Coming out on the other side, she found herself on a strange street, but sensed she was within blocks of her house. This street was not as crowded as the others.

			Her chest hurt and her heart pounded in her ears. She gasped for breath but forced herself to walk and act as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Her disguise was intact; her hat firmly over her head. No one gave her strange looks and a burly man carrying a leather pouch filled with papers brushed by her with the rudeness men used on each other.

			At last, she let herself smile.

			She’d gotten away with it. The purse weighed down her coat. It was hers.

			Coming out onto a connecting street, Char realized where she was. Yes, home was only a short distance from here. She couldn’t wait to—­

			A tall, loathsome figure stepped out on the path in front of her as if he had anticipated she would be coming in this direction. Whitridge.

			He’d lost his hat during their chase. She could see his eyes clearly now. They were angry blue shards. His fists were clenched.

			Charlene whirled around and ran, this time in panic. She shoved an orange girl and her patron aside and then almost ran over a child carrying eggs. Whitridge no longer hurled accusations at her. He was intent upon capturing her.

			And if she hadn’t been so stunned by his sudden appearance, by his dogged ­determination, Char would have been more aware of where she was going. Instead, she made a fatal error. She turned down another alley, and realized too late this one had a closed passage. Worse, she could not turn back, not without running right into her pursuer’s arms.

			The stone foundation of a building facing another street loomed in front of her. Charlene ran to the wall, placing her hands on the cold rock as if she could find a secret exit, a doorway, a window, a crack—­

			Strong hands grabbed her arm. Whitridge threw her around and against the wall to face him. Her air left her body in a whoosh.

			“Hand over the purse,” Whitridge ordered.

			Char couldn’t speak. She was trying to breathe. He took her by her shoulders and gave her a shake for emphasis. Her head rocked back and forth and her hat tumbled off her head. Her blond braid, the color of moonbeams, fell down to her shoulder, pins scattering everywhere.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			What the bloody—­?” Whitridge started. The blazing anger in his eyes turned to confusion, then shock. They dropped to her chest as if wanting to confirm the surprise. His hands loosened their rough hold.

			Charlene took full advantage.

			She could not be caught. She doubled her fist and, fear giving her strength, punched him right in the gut with all she had.

			Well, she’d aimed for the gut.

			In truth, her blow had fallen lower, to a place most gentlewomen would not touch in public.

			And his reaction was all she could have asked for.

			He released his grip, doubling over. His breath came out in a grunt of pain.

			Char was shocked. Who knew that men were that vulnerable in their private areas? This was a trick she would not forget.

			She snatched up her hat from the ground and took off running, pulling her jacket up around her neck to hide her hair. Whitridge did not, or could not, follow, and she found herself looking back, hoping he wasn’t mortally wounded.

			He leaned a shoulder against the wall. For the briefest moment their gazes met. He was furious.

			“I’m sorry. Sorry.”

			Whitridge didn’t appear in the mood for an apology, so she kept running. She burst out into the street and once again tried to walk, but ­discovered she now had new problems.

			As she made her way to Mulberry Street, first one boy of age ten or so and then another fell into step beside her. A bit later, a third, older boy followed close behind.

			These were street lads, angelic, albeit dirty-­faced, ruffians who roved London in a pack known as the Seven because of their number. They were far better pickpockets than she.

			She hoped to ignore them, to keep walking until she reached the back garden gate of her home and safety.

			They would not let her.

			After a few minutes, the boy on her right, a lad they called Pinky, crossed in her path. Char had to stop.

			“What?” she said, letting her exasperation show. It was better than allowing them to see her fear.

			“Leo wants you,” Pinky said solemnly.

			“Tell him I will talk to him later. We will make an appointment.” She tried to sound cheery.

			“Leo wants you now,” the boy behind her said. He was Danny and had been her first ­contact at meeting Leo. He was as tall as she and far ­stronger. “The sooner you see him, the sooner you can be finished, my lady,” Danny said.

			Of course they knew who she was. The Seven knew everything that happened in the area around Mulberry Street.

			With a great show of impatience, she nodded. “Let us go then.” She was certain of what Leo wanted and knew she could not escape this ­interview.

			She’d run afoul of the gang the first time she’d gone out to pick pockets. Apparently, the ­criminals of London had divided the city into ­territories. She was in the Seven’s territory for petty crimes.

			The Seven were children really. Leo was the oldest and he could not be more than sixteen, which didn’t truly make him a boy, but the others were as young as eight. They all had one thing in common; life had made them hard.

			The boys took her to another long, narrow alley that was much the same as the one she’d used to escape Whitridge. One had to walk sideways in order to pass through this one. The alley gave way to a large courtyard hemmed in by buildings. Wooden boxes, barrels, and crates were stacked together as if they formed small rooms against the far wall. As her party entered the courtyard, boys crawled out of their hiding places. Three pairs of eyes solemnly watched her approach the largest of the boxes. A cloth flap on one side was pushed out and Leo emerged.

			He was rapier-­thin and wore what had once been a gentleman’s green velvet evening jacket. Around his neck he’d knotted a black scarf, and he sported a chapeau bras on his head so that he reminded her of nothing less than a very young, slyly menacing Napoleon. He liked to carry a riding crop, which she had witnessed him use on the younger boys. He had his crop in his hand now.

			His voice was always soft but she had a sense that he could harm her. To date, he had been careful with her, almost respectful, and she prayed her luck held.

			“Lady Charlene,” he said, bowing with a ­courtier’s mocking grace.

			“What do you want, Leo?” she answered, taking this moment to push her hair up under her hat.

			“Besides the money you owe me for working in the Seven’s territory last month? It was a guinea, my lady. A fair price and you have not paid it yet. However, today you have cost me extra. You went over the boundary into someone else’s territory this afternoon. They want tribute from me. They want four guineas.”

			“Four guineas? For nothing?” she protested.

			“They claim you were successful.”

			“I wish I had been.” She wondered if lying was a sin if one lied to criminals. She needed the money in that purse. “I thought I had a fat pigeon but those flapping chickens the girl was carrying were in my way. I missed the purse.”

			“Why did that man call you thief?”

			“Because he thought I had nabbed it. I didn’t. Once he realized his mistake he let me go. Pinky can tell you the truth of what I say if he saw me chased into the alley. I walked out as cool as you please.”

			Leo studied her a moment. She couldn’t tell if he believed her. She did know one thing; if he did place his hands on that purse, he would take it all. She would not give it up without a fight.

			Suddenly he turned and walked back to his lair. “Very well. I want a fiver from you, my lady, along with what you already owe.”

			She waited for him to demand she pay it by a certain date, but he didn’t. Instead, at the “door” to his abode, he faced her and said, “You are going into debt quickly. That seems to be a family trait. Some of the gents were very familiar with your father.”

			Whenever he spoke of “gents,” she knew he spoke of those on the next level up from him. He aspired to be one of their number.

			“They were there when he was pulled from the Thames. Bad luck that.” There was no sympathy in his voice. “Be wise, my lady. Be very wise.” He let his words sink in and then said, “You are free to go.”

			He did not have to repeat himself. Char backed up, keeping her eye on all seven of them. She tried to appear calm but inside, she was shaking.

			Did Leo suggest that her father had owed money to the criminal element in London? That his death might not have been a suicide but a murder? That she, too, could meet such a fate?

			She did not want to think on it. She ducked into the alley and once on the road, almost ran home to Mulberry Street. Now she didn’t know if she was fortunate to still have the money purse.

			When she reached her back gate, she looked around to be certain no one was watching before letting herself through. She ran across the damp ground to the door leading into the kitchen.

			Mulberry Street was a shabby but respectable neighborhood. The house had two floors other than the ground floor and a basement. There were three bedrooms, a front room, a dining room, and then the kitchen. The foyer was little more than a landing with steps leading upstairs. A second set of stairs behind a door ran up from the kitchen. The rooms on the ground floor all opened up to each other, and overall, it was a cozy place to call home.

			Char didn’t believe she’d ever been so happy to be here. She pulled the money purse from her pocket and practically stumbled over to the kitchen table, where she threw it down and, ­bracing her hands against the hard wood, allowed herself a moment of blessed relief. She’d done it. She’d kept her prize—­

			Footsteps could be heard coming down the hall.

			“Char?” her aunt Sarah called.

			What was she doing here? She had left for the theater hours ago and should not have returned until late evening. Char would never have left the house if she’d anticipated Sarah returning at this hour—­and she knew better than to let her aunt catch her wearing breeches.

			Sarah may be an independent thinker, but Char would wager she would draw the line at her niece parading through London as a lad, or a pickpocket.

			Forgetting the money purse on the table, Char ran to the kitchen door. She had just closed it behind her when she heard Sarah in the kitchen, calling her name.

			As quickly and quietly as she could, Char climbed the stairs. Her bedroom was the first closed door to the right of them. She raced into her room and shut the door behind her.

			She yanked off her jacket and drew up the shirt, kicking her shoes off at the same time, which was not effective at removing either. Blinded by ­material, she fell onto her bed. Jerking the shirt off, she tossed it toward the wall behind her bed, threw each shoe after it, and fumbled with the buttons of her breeches—­

			A knock sounded on the door. “Char? Are you in your room?”

			There was no time to completely undress. She also could not avoid Sarah. Her aunt was known for her persistence.

			Breeches loose around her hips so that she had to hold them up, Char cracked open the door. She peered outside at her aunt.

			Sarah Pettijohn was four-­and-­thirty and had flawless skin and deep red, red hair that she twisted into a heavy, thick chignon at the nape of her neck. She was quite simply the most ­wonderful, wisest person Char knew.

			After Char’s mother, Julie, had died, Sarah had swept into her life and saved her when no one in the world appeared to give a care for her twelve-­year-­old self. Sarah had proved her wrong.

			It hadn’t been easy for Sarah to take her on. Sarah was actually Julie’s half sister, having been born on the wrong side of the blanket, so to speak. At one point, long before Char had memory, Julie had insisted Dearne let her take in her half sister. That was when Sarah herself was thirteen.

			“One act of kindness always kindles another,” Sarah liked to say. “When I heard that you had been turned over to that disgusting man Davies for no other reason than that he was considered your only kin, I knew I had to do what I could to help you. He has a terrible reputation around London, especially for young girls.”

			Char hadn’t been certain what her aunt meant but she did know she did not feel comfortable around her uncle and decidedly did not like his wife. Her aunt May constantly complained about how much feeding Char cost no matter how little Char tried to eat to keep her happy.

			Back then, Char had been afraid of everything. Losing both of her parents had been beyond painful and it had left her destitute. Sarah had encouraged her to be brave. “Your truth is what you believe of yourself,” she’d told Char until the words were engraved in her soul.

			Under Sarah’s tutelage, Char had blossomed. Her aunt believed that a woman should seek knowledge. She was fiercely passionate about all aspects of life, especially the theater. Her one goal was to see her plays under her name someday performed on the London stage, or anywhere else for that matter. “I know it will happen,” she would say to Char, “as long as I don’t give up.”

			Char admired her aunt so much, she had once tried writing plays as well, but she had lost interest. Writing was hard work and she didn’t have anything to say.

			Instead, she had contented herself with taking care of their house, well, until she’d discovered the adventure of pickpocketing—­and then ­something had opened up inside Char. She didn’t know what she exactly wanted out of life except she knew she rather enjoyed living by her wits—­save for when her aunt was standing at the door and could, ­possibly, learn what mischief she’d been about.

			For all that had happened in her own adventurous life, Sarah could be very moral. She would not approve of pickpocketing.

			“Yes?” Char said, and rubbed her eyes as if she had been woken from sleep. Of course she had to let go of the breeches and they fell to the floor at her feet, but Sarah didn’t notice.

			She was focused on Char. “Are you all right?”

			“Of course. Why do you ask?”

			“I’ve been calling you. In fact I knocked on your door not minutes ago.”

			“Oh, that might be why I woke up. I was napping.”

			“You never nap.”

			“I did today. By the way, why are you here? Shouldn’t you be at the theater?”

			Sarah grabbed the change of subject. “I should but Lady Baldwin came to me with such good news, I told Colman I had to go home. I was only the understudy tonight and Melissa has already arrived so I knew I would not be needed. Well, he would find something for me to do—­you know how he is—­but he let me off tonight.”

			Her aunt never missed a performance, even when all she had to do was stand backstage.

			Curious now, Char asked, “What news did Lady Baldwin have?”

			“Something that involves you.” Sarah’s green eyes lit with excitement. “She’s downstairs. I will let her tell you herself. However, this is your chance, Char. At last, you have an opportunity to take your place in Society where you belong.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Come downstairs and find out. I can’t wait to see your expression when you learn what it is.” She started to turn away but then stopped. She held up her hand to show Char the money purse. “By the way, I found this on the kitchen table. Is it from Davies?”

			Char could have cried.

			The money was now in her aunt’s hands. There would be no opportunity to remove five guineas. Sarah kept a strict accounting of expenses.

			“Um, yes. A servant delivered it earlier.”

			“I didn’t see it on the table when I first came in this afternoon,” Sarah said, puzzled.

			“Perhaps you missed it?” Char suggested.

			Her aunt shrugged. “You might be right. I’m so excited about Lady Baldwin’s news, I’m giddy. I could have looked right over it. Thank heavens it is here and it feels as if he is making up for what he hasn’t sent.”

			“Have you looked to see how much is in it?”

			“I’ll count it while you dress. Hurry and join us.” Sarah went down the hall to the front stairs.

			Char shut the door and leaned back against it, annoyed with herself. Why hadn’t she carried the purse upstairs with her?

			Perhaps there would be a moment when she could filch five guineas. She could hope, although, in truth, Leo hadn’t pushed her to pay. It was almost as if he wished her debt to grow. Was that how it had been for her father?

			She stepped out of the breeches before she tripped. She rolled down the wool socks and stashed all the clothes, including the shoes, in the back of her wardrobe. She quickly laced herself into the blue day dress she had been wearing before she’d gone pickpocketing.

			Her braid was messy. She brushed it out and pulled her hair back into a simple style. She went downstairs.

			Sarah and Lady Baldwin were in what the family called the front room. Her Ladyship sat on the settee while Sarah was in one of several chairs in front of a cold hearth. The room was small enough that with blankets and heavy clothing, Sarah and Char found themselves comfortable without the expense of a fire.

			Lady Baldwin was almost as wide as she was tall, a sturdy woman who adored colorful prints and patterns that she used together in a style that suited her. She also enjoyed bold hats teeming with feathers. Almost everything about her spoke of a bygone era. She still powdered her hair and painted her face.

			She had been Julie’s godmother and it was Lady Baldwin who had tracked down Sarah and had warned her of Char’s plight with her uncle Davies.

			“I would take you in myself,” Lady Baldwin had told Char. “But you know my circumstances.”

			The late Lord Baldwin had been one of the king’s most respected advisors. However, now few remembered his name and he had not left his widow in good circumstances. His heir rarely spoke to her and her daughter thought her an ­embarrassment. She lived with that daughter, a dour son-­in-­law, and six rowdy children. It was an uncomfortable situation.

			“She wishes I would just die,” Lady Baldwin had sighed to Char on many an occasion. “But I won’t oblige her. I often wonder if I should have just stayed on the stage instead of running off with Bertie. Then where would my haughty daughter be?”

			Her Ladyship enjoyed spending the night in the house on Mulberry Street, and Sarah and Char kept a bedroom for her use.

			Sarah was refilling the glass Lady Baldwin held out with ratafia, something else their small household kept on hand for Lady Baldwin’s enjoyment.

			“Charlene, my girl,” Lady Baldwin called out in greeting. “Come give me a kiss.”

			Char dutifully crossed to her and kissed her ­offered cheek. “Sarah says you have a surprise for me.” While she spoke, she noticed her aunt was untying the drawstrings on the money purse.

			“Not just a surprise,” Lady Baldwin answered. “An opportunity!”

			Just as she said those words, Sarah poured the coins into her lap and Char was distracted. The amount in the purse exceeded the money for the back rent. Here was enough to keep them a good long while. There had to be close to fifty guineas there. No wonder the purse had been so heavy.

			Sarah’s amazement mirrored Char’s. She began counting the coins as she put them back into the purse. “I can’t believe this. The randy old roué has honored his debt.”

			“And just in time,” Lady Baldwin said. “We are going to need that money.”

			“That is true,” Sarah agreed.

			Money that Char had earned. She tried to make sense of the conversation. “I’m sorry, Lady Baldwin, what were you saying?”

			“I’m saying that you have the opportunity of this century, my young friend. How would you like to be a duchess?”

			“Yes, please, thank you,” Char said, matter-­of-­fact, reaching for the ratafia bottle to pour herself a glass from those on the tray Sarah had placed on a table in front of the settee. “That is, if there is a duke who wants a dowerless bride. Does such a man exist?”

			“Yes, he does.” Lady Baldwin held up a gilt-­edged card with information written in the finest hand. “The Duke of Baynton is on the hunt for a wife. He is wealthy enough for seven dowerless wives and I believe you have a good chance to catch his attention. This is your invite to his ball given to me personally by his great-­aunt.” She threw the invitation down on the drink tray as if playing a trump card.

			Char looked at the richness of that single paper and started to laugh. “The idea that I could go to a ball—­” She broke off at the preposterousness of the idea. “Or marry a duke? Why, I’ve never been presented. No one in Society knows me. I’m poor.”

			“And you are uncommonly beautiful,” Lady ­Baldwin countered. “A woman’s face is her ­fortune.”

			“Not in the real world,” Char argued.

			“It was for me,” Lady Baldwin practically sang, reminding her.

			Sarah spoke. “I had the same doubts, Char. But hear Lady Baldwin out. This is your chance to take your proper place in Society, the one that is due to you.”

			Char could have told her that her proper place was here, with people who loved her. Still . . .

			“So why do you believe I could be a duchess?” Char asked Lady Baldwin. “I’ve heard of the Duke of Baynton. He is one of the most important men in England. He could take any woman for his wife.”

			“That he could, but he desires someone special—­like you,” Lady Baldwin said with relish. “He doesn’t need a dowry. He has more money than he knows how to spend. What he wants,” she said, holding out a green-­gloved hand to tick off his expectations, “is breeding, manners, breeding, beauty, and breeding. I have this on the best of authority. I am close to his great-­aunt. Dame Imogen is a stickler and she is desperate to find the ‘right’ wife for him.”

			“And ‘right’ is about breeding?” Char said, unconvinced.

			“It must be,” Lady Baldwin answered. “He has an obligation to the title and his descendants to choose a woman from the correct family. Dearne had faults but his bloodlines were impeccable, as were your mother’s. Indeed, when I suggested you to Dame Imogen, she grew very excited. 
She insisted I show you to her. She approves. She ­approves very much.” Lady Baldwin tapped the invitation on the tray for emphasis.

			“When did she see me?”

			“Three days ago when you and I went for a walk in the park. She was sitting in a sedan chair. I doubt if you noticed.”

			“Because it was so cold,” Char said. She looked to Sarah. “I found it strange Lady Baldwin demanded we take a walk. I thought my nose would freeze.”

			“If it froze, it was for a good cause,” Lady Baldwin declared. “She thought you lovely. You reminded her of your father. She apparently was quite fond of him.”

			Char did not know what to think.

			Seeing her confusion, Sarah asked, “What harm is there in going to a ball? You deserve to go to at least one in your life.”

			“Will you come?” Char asked.

			“That would not be wise,” Sarah said. “Actresses are not welcomed in formal ballrooms. However, Lady Baldwin will chaperone you.”

			“But Lady Baldwin was an actress.”

			“Who was been made respectable through marriage,” Sarah pointed out.

			“Besides, you and Sarah are among the very few who know all the details about me,” Lady Baldwin said. “Dame Imogen is so rigid, if she were aware of my past, she would give me a direct cut. Then again, I’m such an old lady, who cares?” She helped herself to another glass of ratafia. The bottle would be empty shortly.

			“So will you do it, Char?” Sarah asked.

			“Is it important to you that I do?”

			Sarah’s eyes softened. “Yes, it is. You were made for a finer life. I would like to see you secure and safe.”

			“But what of you?”

			“If you are the duchess of the wealthiest man in London, you can
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