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      NOW - 1801

      The Russian’s broad shoulders filled the doorway into the drawing room. His expression, as much as Jane could see of it given the dark beard on his jaw, was unperturbed. “The coroner will likely be here in the morning,” he rasped.

      Martha Foraker let out a shaky breath and looked to Jane. They all looked to Jane—even Jane’s older sister, Emma, and Emma’s husband, Gareth, who occupied the chaise by the fire. Jane was the woman of the house, and with this murder, she had become the leader of their strange family. The dark smudges under Martha’s eyes, so prominent on her pale, freckled face, spurred Jane. But as Jane opened her mouth, the grandfather clock boomed three, making them all jump.

      Jane hated that clock. She hated this room. This prison Matthew had kept her in for all these decades. She kept every knickknack on display, every gift, everything that was only hers, as if to showcase her cell. And that clock was meant to remind her that her time had been his. A wedding present. A reminder of his control.

      Not anymore. Jane waited for the clock to finish its business. She would relish burning that thing in the garden. But not now. “We all need some sleep,” she said.

      Martha scooped up the small, forgettable teapot that sat on the table between them. “I’ll dash this on the stones in the garden before I rest.”

      Jane’s hand shot out, gripping Martha’s wrist. “You shan’t do anything of the sort. Put it back. Nothing shall change. Nothing can change until the coroner calls.”

      “But we already know his lordship is dead.” Martha glanced at Vasya, still in the doorway, still as wide as a piano case, still unperturbed.

      Vasya inclined his head. His dark eyes bored into hers. The man she’d dreamed of. The man she’d hoped could be hers. The man who helped in her husband’s debauchery, and helped her with his murder.

      “Wash it thoroughly and tidy it away by morning,” Jane said, snapping her eyes away from Vasya. “Nothing should be missing or out of place.” She let go of her housekeeper. “And get some sleep. We must look as if it is merely any other day.”

      Emma stood, followed by Gareth. Emma’s guilt was a shroud, a bloody, pulpy mass of grief and anger and shame. But the time for Emma’s apologies was over. All of it was over, as far as Jane was concerned. She was free. But it didn’t feel like freedom. It felt like a new cage. Perhaps that would change once their actions started bearing consequences.

      “We will also go,” Gareth said, nodding at Vasya to have the carriage brought around.

      Jane flinched at the command. Hadn’t Vasya done enough? Hadn’t Gareth claimed that despite Vasya being a servant by title, that he was a friend first?

      “A late night of cards, then?” Gareth stood, offering his hand to Emma.

      Jane stood as well, wishing to pull her sister into an embrace as if they were children again, as if their only worry was the missing lid to her paint pot. But this night was too far. Another night to mark we will never be the same again in Jane’s imaginary diary. Perhaps now that her husband was dead, she would have the courage to start anew. She refused to look at Vasya now. She couldn’t, not with the mixture of violence and hope she felt. Instead, she looked to her sister. “I will write you with news in the morning.”

      Emma laced her arm through her husband’s—the only sign this evening of their affection for one another. Jane knew they were careful not to touch in her company, as if their love would cause Jane pain. Emma was right, naturally, as she often was. Their happiness did hurt Jane—it was a happiness she would never have. A happiness she had unwittingly discarded through her own naivete. Her own mistakes. But that was in the past. And tomorrow she would embark on a new life as the widow Andrepont.
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        * * *

      

      BEFORE - 1780

      “You’re supposed to say ‘tell me everything’ in a breathless voice and flounce down on my bed in a desperate bid for attention,” Emma scolded Jane.

      Jane looked up from her book of pressed flowers, which held more botanical information than a typical young lady’s book of pressings. Her father indulged Jane’s hobby, allowing her a flower press and paper, with which she’d made a compendium of their village’s plants and their uses. Jane had argued that having the knowledge to physic for a vast household would make her all the better a grande dame someday.

      “Tell me everything,” Jane said evenly.

      “That’s hardly breathless.”

      “I’m very fit. It takes quite a lot to leave me breathless.” Jane dipped a quill and carefully lettered the plant’s name on the page. Her calligraphy was passable, at least.

      Emma rolled her eyes, which Aunt Diana had absolutely forbidden her to do. “Well, this man would have left even you breathless.”

      Jane’s eyebrow arched, as if that were argument enough. Her interest in the male of the species would be enhanced if they also had pollen and attracted bees. Emma contemplated her sister. Jane was objectively prettier, but most people seemed to believe that Emma was. Jane was angles and wide, curving eyes with sharp brows that expressed far more than the typical emotional range. Emma, by contrast, was rounder, both in face and in body. She appeared more maternal while Jane, if she were not careful, would be construed as a seductress due to the contrast of her dark hair, her bright green eyes, and her naturally plump, cherry-colored lips.

      “I’m very interested to know if this swain made you breathless,” Jane said.

      Emma lifted her chin, imperious as the elder, more worldly sister. “Of course he did.”

      Jane’s head was still bent over her book, laboriously lettering in Latin, which was so easy to misspell. She lifted her head to glare at Emma. “You are a terrible storyteller.”

      “I am not. You are a terrible listener, which makes me not want to tell the story.”

      Jane sighed. “There. Breathless. Tell me everything.”

      Emma couldn’t help but huff out a laugh. “Fine, you ungrateful wretch.” Emma leapt off the bed, stood next to where Jane sat on the floor, and looked out the window. “There I was, dressed in my finest⁠—”

      “You’re standing in my light.” Jane squinted up at her, a teasing grin barely suppressed.

      Emma nabbed a pillow from the windowsill and bopped her sister on the head.

      “Watch the inkpot!” Jane cried, muffled by the pillow.

      Emma clutched the offending weapon and retreated, allowing Jane’s precious sunlight to fall across her page. “Watching everyone was reward enough for getting trussed up last night. The patterns, the clothes—everyone was dressed so beautifully. And the jewels!”

      “The magpie strikes again!”

      Emma shot Jane a withering look. “I didn’t take anything. Nor would I. But how could anyone not appreciate the richness on display?”

      Jane smiled as she finished her lettering on the page. “I can only imagine.”

      “It will be your turn soon enough.” Emma sighed.

      Jane preferred not to think about that. Their father had never fully recovered from the ’72 financial crisis, though he was happy to remind them of how dire it had been, with banks closing in London and Scotland. While not terribly vain, their father hated to be wrong. Pointing out how the entire world—from Amsterdam to the colonies—had also been affected made losing all their money less his fault. Even if his daughters would be the ones to regain his fortune.

      At the doorway to the room, Emma called down to the housekeeper, asking if there were any bouquets or visitors. The housekeeper assured her it was still much too early in the day to expect such things. Their aunt and father weren’t even up yet.

      The ball had gone so late that the sun was rising as the carriage arrived home. It had awoken Jane, who helped release Emma from her gown and stays before they both fell into bed. Emma only slept a few hours before she was awake again, wanting to tell Jane every detail. Even though Jane didn’t particularly care.

      Noise from the street began to pick up, and Emma drifted back to the window. There was likely something to see. It was London, after all. Something of note seemed to happen on every street corner, if the newspapers were to be believed. But the window was always sooty, and the smell of people wafted in through every crack and seam of the house. Jane sighed, laying down her quill pen.

      “What’s wrong?” Emma asked.

      “Aside from you standing in my light again?” Jane teased, sanding the page to help the ink dry. “I hate it here. I want to go back to the country. To the woods. I want to feel the grass beneath my feet, smell the clean, bracing air. Work on my book. I haven’t even started on the fungi.”

      The lines in Emma’s forehead appeared. Jane knew what she was thinking: perhaps Jane could find some country gentleman, happy to indulge a wife’s interest in local botany. Or perhaps she could parlay her interest in cataloging into some kind of art. Her watercolor representations were quite competent, if she did say so herself.

      “Watch out, little sister, or someone will accuse you of witchcraft.” Emma meant it in jest, but Jane’s expression froze. It was a joke she’d heard often and hated, aimed at any woman who physicked in the village. But then, the massive front door of their townhouse creaked open. The front door! Not the back door for deliveries! Jane hoped Emma would get bouquets and suitors and gifts and requests for strolls through the park. She wanted her sister to get her heart’s desire.

      Emma pulled her wrap around herself and ran to the stairs. Jane couldn’t help but put aside her work and run after her, arriving just in time to see Aunt Diana’s butler accepting a man’s hat and gloves! The visitor in question was hidden around the column, but Emma shouldn’t appear too eager. They glanced at each other, holding their breath, hoping to hear voices.

      The visitor would be taken upstairs to the drawing room in moments if he was there for Emma or her aunt. But if he was there for their father, they wouldn’t know his identity until supper.

      “You can’t very well be seen lurking on the stairs,” Jane whispered.

      “But—” Emma stood on her toes, as if that would somehow make the man more visible.

      “Your poor curiosity. So neglected.” Jane pulled Emma back into her bedroom.

      “I’ll throw another pillow at you.” Emma huffed while she paced. Jane took up her lap desk and resumed her Latin.

      “Fiddlesticks.”

      “Which imaginary argument are you having now?” Jane asked, not looking up from her work.

      “Should I go to the drawing room without Aunt Diana? Or should I wait until she calls for me?”

      “If you busy yourself with embroidery, should you not be safe?” Jane suggested, dipping her quill carefully.

      “So level-headed,” Emma teased.

      “One of us has to be.” Jane looked up at Emma, waiting for her sister’s decision.

      “Join me?” Emma pleaded.

      Jane’s shoulders sagged.

      “Please?”

      Jane nodded at last, looking around at her mess. The lap desk, the inkpot, her wet quill, the penknife, the book stuffed full of plant specimens. “But you’ll have to help me carry everything.”

      “Of course.” Emma rushed to help, but paused.

      Jane knew what Emma was thinking, that sudden confrontation with the idea that Emma might not be the prettier sister. But Jane knew she was. Besides, Jane was too young to be married off. So it didn’t matter if she was in the drawing room, hoping to finish her Latin without misspelling any words. And petty jealousy was unbecoming.
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        * * *

      

      Vasya enjoyed fetching water for his room. Flirting with the landlady was perhaps his new favorite pastime. She was an older woman, still handsome despite the lines on her face. He preferred older women—they didn’t have expectations of marriage or princely gifts that Vasya could not afford. He also preferred early mornings, a time when everything was still and the clamor of the world hadn’t yet invaded his thoughts. There was a knock on his door, and while Vasya might hope that Mrs. Hatcher was coming to offer him something more than a breakfast tray, he knew it wouldn’t be.

      Upon opening, he found his friend Gareth Somerset, looking like he’d been trampled by a horse and then tossed in a river. They had indulged last night, a smaller gambling hell that didn’t have the frills of the higher-end places, but it was frequented by serious players. Despite the high bets they placed, liquor had flowed freely and at no cost to them.

      Gareth blinked up at him, eyes red and dry. “You must be joking.”

      Vasya cocked his head. “I don’t understand.” He had said nothing; there was no joke present. Was this an English thing? A verbal tic he’d not yet encountered?

      “My head feels like a pig’s bladder that’s been kicked around by an entire village’s worth of dirty children.”

      Vasya considered his words. “How do you know they are dirty?”

      Gareth chuckled, but then raised his hands to his head. “Why don’t you look as if an entire cavalry battalion has trampled you?”

      Vasya raised his thick black eyebrows. He’d had his share of alcohol last night, but he would not have considered it to be over-imbibing. He was, after all, playing to win. But apparently Gareth had taken too much. There could be only one explanation. “I am Russian.”

      “Not helpful.” Gareth turned to return to his room.

      But Vasya was not done with his friend. Gareth had saved Vasya’s life years before. He’d found the Englishman’s easy manner and enjoyment of the world a balm when Vasya was spiraling into despair. Gareth had been on a “Grand Tour,” apparently a British term for drinking in all the worst places across the Continent. Perhaps not every man would consider this to be a savior, but Vasya did. The debt was not easily repaid. But a good shave on a morning when Gareth’s hands would be unsteady? This he could do. He lifted the bowl that sat on his dressing table, following his friend into the hallway.

      Gareth opened his door, and they both went into his room. “Where did you get warm water?”

      Vasya prepared Gareth’s shaving instruments as Gareth stumbled into the chair. “I went down to the kitchens,” Vasya said. “They give you much if it means they do not have to carry it. Water is very heavy.” He wasn’t about to share Mrs. Hatcher’s virtues with Gareth, who was fair-haired and blue-eyed, and much better with women. Aside from which, he knew his friend was lovestruck by someone else. A woman who was his better match, being clearly of privileged means.

      Gareth relaxed, arranging a towel around his neck and scooting the chair closer to the window for better light.

      There would not be many shaves in the future. Gareth’s father, the earl, had purchased a military commission for Gareth, and he would be dispatched to the unruly American colony shortly. It surprised Vasya, as he had not seen Gareth as a soldier, but it would give them something in common after he returned from the war.

      “Will you try to see her?” Vasya rumbled, lathering the soap in a bowl. Gareth had insisted on them renting rooms in this boarding house rather than staying with his brother, Percy, Lord Aberscomb. Gareth claimed his virtuous brother would look down upon their gambling. And perhaps any woman Vasya might find himself entangled with. But if there was one thing to raise his friend’s spirits with, it was the prospect of his lady love.

      During their long travel days, Gareth had regaled Vasya with the old English tales of love from afar. It seemed wasteful. Why love from afar when loving from very, very close was more pleasurable?

      Gareth shook his head. “Why? We haven’t been introduced, and there’s no way she’ll remain unmarried until I return.”

      “Marriage before you leave?” Vasya suggested. “A wedding night at least.”

      Gareth gave him a look of disappointment. Was he angry that Vasya would suggest this? His young lady love was a breathtaking beauty. Dark hair with highlights of auburn, arresting blue eyes. This is what Gareth had told him, sighing like a maiden. “Uncalled for, Vasya. You speak of a respectable young lady.”

      Vasya lowered his head in silent apology. There were times when he didn’t understand why a man was allowed to say his lewd ideas about one woman but not another. He understood castes better than Gareth, but he’d heard many men say these things about women of higher rank. Better to be respectful of all than try to learn the rules.

      Yet, with Gareth’s father’s and brother’s connections, should Gareth’s heartbreak not bear an easy solution? Perhaps it was part of Gareth’s practical fatalism. Instead of winning the girl, Gareth would don his uniform, step onto a boat, and make his way to North America. Hopefully, Vasya’s friend would sail back home again in one piece.

      But with most wars, soldiers returned home to find all the desirable women snatched into matrimony by elderly titled bulls, happy to orchestrate wars that kept young men out of reach.

      Vasya lathered Gareth’s face. Being near Gareth meant they had the best soaps, the best brushes. Vasya kept the blades razor-sharp, which made shaving more enjoyable. “There is still time before you leave. Why not enjoy good wine while you can?”

      Gareth squinted at him. “Are you telling me to drink when my body already contains more alcohol than blood?”

      Vasya picked up the honed straight razor, letting it glint in the light from the window. “If there is a place where you may admire this girl, and it happens to serve fine wine and good food, why should you not attend?”

      “I can’t get you a ticket. You’re unknown here. I can’t vouch for your rank. There’s no proof.”

      The razor scratched along Gareth’s cheek. “Call me your driver. Whatever you like. Then I can sneak into the kitchens and help myself to that good food.” Vasya wiped the blade and took it to Gareth’s skin again. Perhaps there was a maid or a cook who enjoyed foreign men. Men whose English came out in rumbled consonants?

      “Is this plan for my benefit or yours?”

      “Why not both?”
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        * * *

      

      Jane watched Emma straighten her posture, fidget with her dress, and check her hair in the looking glass as if she were caught in some sort of mad dance. This man must be quite the Adonis to ruffle her practical sister in this way.

      Personally, Jane did not believe in love. It seemed much more likely that she would be set up in marriage with someone of a like mind. A man whom she could respect, and who could respect her in turn. Was that not how the vicar told them it would be? Helpmeets and all that nonsense?

      Jane would prefer to be a spinster like Mrs. Houseman. There had never been a Mister Houseman, but after a certain age, the village had granted her the appellation. She had no good things to say about men or marriage, and so there was not a chance she would change her mind. Mrs. Houseman was the midwife, the best and least expensive option for healing, and she wasn’t given half the amount of credit for her work.

      While a surgeon-apothecary might be called in from the next village over, he would harrumph and hmm over the symptoms while never directly touching the ill patient. He didn’t feel a distended belly or the sweaty temples that gave sign to a thousand sicknesses, but he earned twice the money with a quarter of the efficacy. But Mrs. Houseman would sweep in, all smiles and old lady charm, handing out tisanes of peppermint and ginger for the distended bellies, willow bark tinctures for the fevers, and reassurances for the rest of the family.

      That was what Jane wanted to do. She wanted to sweep in like Mrs. Houseman, giving relief to a household on tenterhooks when they were scared of losing a child or wife or husband to forces they could not control. Emma had joked that Mrs. Houseman was a witch, and there had been talk of it all over the village for as long as Jane could remember. But instead of turning on her, they all felt that Mrs. Houseman was their witch and was therefore safe from persecution. Mostly.

      Jane followed Emma into the drawing room. Moving her botanical journal—which Mrs. Houseman had recommended for her learning—was terribly inconvenient, but her sister’s need seemed important. Besides, this might be her first look at a brother-in-law! And a handsome one, at that.

      Emma picked through the darning basket while Jane set up her journal and portable writing desk once again. She’d hoped to improve her watercolor work, which she would then paste into her journal as well. It was a way to learn species down to the smallest, most intimate level. For now, though, copying names and bits of information she remembered from Mrs. Houseman’s bedside lectures was enough. She was so engrossed in her project that she didn’t notice when Aunt Diana came to sit with them.

      “Oh! Good morning, Aunt,” Jane exclaimed when she looked up to find Aunt Diana glaring at her.

      “I addressed you multiple times, girl. You must pay better attention.”

      Jane wanted to protest that her work was important, but she knew better. Aunt Diana was trying to make them into marriageable young ladies so a kind, handsome, wealthy man might scoop them up and take them off their father’s hands, giving relief to all. As if a woman’s quest for well-being ended after matrimony. Jane had wondered before how different their lives would have been if their mother had lived. Her father bumbling through his raising of daughters, never sure of his rules, never sure of the world’s rules.

      A footman appeared carrying a tray laden with summer stone fruit and ratafia. It was already quite a warm day, and refreshment was welcome. Jane would have to put aside her project if she wished to eat—she couldn’t risk a juicy plum ruining a page of Taxus baccata.

      Her aunt’s butler strode into the room, bending to confer with Aunt Diana. Her aunt’s eyes widened with pleasure, darting to Emma. Perhaps the mysterious stranger was, in fact, Emma’s handsome viscount.

      To think, her sister would be an officious aristocratic wife, birthing a litter of bluebloods for King and country. Jane chuckled. The idea that Emma—who loved to doze in the green lawns at the edge of the woods—would become a viscountess! It was almost as absurd as Jane becoming one. Though, admittedly, slightly less. Emma worked very hard on her lessons—she danced better than Jane and could set a table to rival a grand house in London. Emma could even play the pianoforte with passable ability.

      “Put away your books, Jane!” Aunt Diana bade her, flapping her hands, as if she could wave away Jane’s botanical interests.

      Jane was proud of herself for not making a smart comment back or making a face as she capped her inkwell. She could do all this work tomorrow. Or the next day. Thank goodness she wasn’t the one who had to attend parties and assemblies and dinners and frivolous games with other young ladies who vied for the same few titled men.

      Suddenly, the door swung open and her father walked in, followed by a handsome stranger. Emma made a strangled sound and dropped her mending. This must be her viscount. His jaw was square in a way that made Jane think of old oaks being shorn into boards. But his nose was fine and straight, and his eyes were a dark, bottomless black, like the woods after sunset. Dangerous and comforting, all at once.

      His mien was confident—no, that wasn’t merely confidence. There was something else that made his spine so straight, his shoulders so broad, the tilt of his chin bordering arrogance.

      “My sister, Mrs. Fraser, and my daughter, Miss Emma Laurent, whom you’ve met.” Her father gestured across the small but comfortably appointed drawing room. The women rose, and Jane slowly got to her feet.

      The viscount bowed low, and he centered his gaze on Emma in a way that made Jane uneasy. Her stomach flipped. Was this how men looked at women? Like they were a freshly whipped cream? Jane felt the buzz in the room, but she didn’t understand it. She felt it from both her sister and from the viscount. What was happening?

      “And this is my youngest daughter, Miss Jane Laurent. This is the viscount, Lord Andrepont.”

      His gaze flitted over her, and she curtsied as prettily as she could. He didn’t look at her like a custard, and she was relieved in a way, but also disappointed. Surely she was custard-worthy?

      The viscount sat, as did her father, flipping the tails of their coats out behind them. Jane gathered a shirt from Emma’s basket of mending and started in, trying to keep busy as there would be no reason for her to speak during the viscount’s visit. But it didn’t stop her from looking.

      Emma stayed flushed, which made her blue eyes stand out in greater contrast. Indeed, she was quite pretty, and the pale blue ribbon she had threaded through her frock’s scooped neckline lent her the air of the mythical sort of dairymaid. Not an actual one, for they knew those girls—the twins from the Brewer family—were hale and hearty in a way that didn’t lend so much to frolicking as an outright wrestling match.

      Emma poured cups of ratafia, the viscount watching her with fascination. Oh, that was good, wasn’t it? If they were to be married, he already loved her. That was something. Jane felt happy for her sister. Fate had stepped in, or perhaps God or Providence, or whatever mysterious hand guided their simple lives, and delivered the answer to her father’s prayers: a rich, titled husband for Emma, and Emma’s prayers besides: a handsome husband who loved her.

      Jane returned to her mending, no longer listening as the rest of them bantered. All was well, and she would return to the country and finish her informal apprenticeship to Mrs. Houseman. Good.
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      BEFORE

      “Walking in the uniform will help with the comfort of the fitting,” Vasya advised.

      Gareth squirmed and almost danced in the uniform’s white pants.  He also wore the lobster-red jacket of British soldiers, and Vasya was glad it was Gareth and not him: the white pants put a man’s testicles on full display. At least, if they were of any decent size.

      Gareth’s bollocks appeared well-formed, but still, this seemed like information a man might want to keep to himself.

      The boots were stiff as well, making creaking sounds as the men walked across the parks of London. They’d have to break them in before Gareth had to spend any time in them. Vasya slid another glance over to see if his friend was dancing once again, but no, Gareth had squared his shoulders. He couldn’t be seen slouching when he might be a leader. Gareth’s father was proud of buying his son’s commission—the idea of which seemed strange to Vasya. Allowing men to buy a rank instead of earning one seemed a dangerous way to form an army.

      “What makes you the expert on uniforms?” Gareth challenged Vasya.

      “I served my country. In a sense.” Vasya had joined the ranks of farmers and boys, old men and laborers. They were starving, tired of serfdom, tired of rules made by those who had never once lived off the land. Vasya stared off into the distance of Rotten Row, where the finest fashions paraded about. Wide skirts, embroidered coats, and tall wigs were all on display. How had he gone from tall grasses and the wide banks of a clean, clear river to this absurd parade of wealth?

      Gareth looked at him sharply. “When was this?”

      Vasya returned his gaze. “You think I appear only when you seek me? I lived before I sat at your gambling table.”

      “I bet you did. I’ve always thought you had the air of a man on the run from something.” Gareth’s boots creaked. “Damn these new boots. I’ll have blisters on my shins come tomorrow.”

      “Better to have the blisters now than when you must reload muskets on the American frontier,” Vasya growled, watching the parade of finery before them. He’d never had new leather boots, so he couldn’t empathize with this rich man’s plight.

      The two of them joined the promenade of Rotten Row, talking of gambling dens, coffeehouses, and taverns with the best meals. Vasya didn’t like speaking of his past, nor of war. They rarely spoke of important things or politics or war. Chief amongst their discussions was their next meal.

      They were speaking of a new place to play cards when Gareth spotted his girl. His breath caught and his spine stiffened. He was still such a boy when it came to this lady. He hadn’t been like that with the tavern girls or the whores they’d encountered over the last few years. But this one—when he spoke of her, he looked so wistful. The pining was something Vasya knew.

      Gareth’s lady was still far away, so there was no shame in his gushing. “She has an air about her, doesn’t she? How she walks, the way she seems to take in everything in front of her, as if watching the world unfold before her.” Gareth elbowed Vasya.

      “I see her,” he rumbled. It was all he could do to not roll his eyes.

      “I should have worn the sword,” Gareth said.

      Vasya agreed. He’d tried to insist on it earlier, but Gareth had thought it silly—they both had defended themselves handily with fists plenty of times. Vasya had told Gareth he would feel more like a soldier if he’d had the sword, but it was too late now. Gareth straightened again, as if he could gain another inch of height in the next few minutes as their paths approached one another. The absurd scarlet coat would have to be enough, Vasya thought, for it was brighter than a peacock. Another thing Vasya found unfathomable about the British military.

      “I need an introduction,” Gareth complained. “I can’t just walk up to her.”

      Vasya grunted again. This was indeed a strange land. He’d already heard the joke: What do two Englishmen talk about when stranded on a desert island? Nothing. There is no one to introduce them.

      Vasya had no time for such idiocies, and knowing his friend, he’d come prepared.

      As the parties approached each other, Gareth openly gaped at her. Vasya wanted to shut his friend’s mouth for him but didn’t since it would only draw attention to his foolishness. Gareth’s young lady was with a girl who was clearly her sister, the resemblance obvious, and an older woman holding a parasol to shade her against the fading late afternoon sun.

      The older lady glared at both Gareth and Vasya, as well she should, guarding the virtues of those two ripe beauties. And then they passed one another. That was it. The encounter was over. Vasya wanted to laugh. Was it everything Gareth had hoped it to be?

      Gareth stopped in the middle of the path, clearly disappointed that no magic had occurred. It was a nearly sunny day in London, so Vasya considered that magic enough.

      “I need to do something. What should I do?” His wide, watery eyes made him seem like a panicked horse.

      He shouldn’t tease a man in love, but Vasya couldn’t help it. “Why? You leave so soon.”

      Gareth groaned. “I hate you, you know.”

      Vasya decided to change the subject. Gareth was the son of a nobleman. There were so many strings to be pulled in his favor. The boy should be able to figure it out himself. “There’s a coffeehouse nearby that has good roasts.”

      Gareth gritted his teeth and glanced at the retreating women, bouncing on the balls of his feet, clearly wanting to take action.

      Vasya sighed and took pity on his friend. He pulled a scrap out of his waistcoat pocket and dropped it onto the ground.

      “What is that?” Gareth demanded, but Vasya only smiled.

      “I should have been a great general, but alas, I cannot follow orders so well.” Vasya gestured to the ground, hoping his ruse was obvious to his friend. “You should retrieve your lady’s handkerchief.”
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        * * *

      

      Jane loved their walks along Rotten Row. While the path boasted the trees and shrubbery of England, Jane was sometimes able to spot a foreign tree or flower planted in someone’s front garden. The British Empire was vast enough that people could bring home all sorts of fascinating plants from across the globe.

      The activity was a pleasure to all of them, though Jane knew that it was the latest fashions, the peacocking gentlemen, and all the hubbub that charmed both Emma and Aunt Diana. Indeed, Aunt Diana rarely spoke when they took their stroll, a constitutional that she felt very strongly about. She believed that stirring the blood in the late afternoon kept a woman slim of figure and quick of wit.

      Jane looked over at her relations. She knew Emma was worried about that last part—being slender—as Emma had inherited their father’s rounder face. Emma also seemed to believe she was somehow larger than other women, even though she wasn’t. It was her pleasing, motherly roundness that made her seem so. Far more appealing than Jane’s hard angles and peaked cheekbones.

      Besides, the ideal was so hard to understand, as some preferred women to be small and plump, others long and slender. Were women to be lithe and nymph-like or round and goddess-like? Either way, the consensus seemed to be that women were to be otherworldly and not human at all.

      And Emma wanted to be perfect. It was sometimes exhausting to watch Emma attempt to meet every standard set before her. Being present for Lord Andrepont’s call had been more than Jane could stomach, watching as Emma sat stunned and mute for the entire visit, unsure of what to do or say.

      The man was decidedly handsome, there was no question. But Emma went positively breathless when he looked at her. Jane would not want to be such a fool for a man. It seemed humiliating.

      Not to mention that it was very strange behavior for Emma, who prided herself on her conversational skills and encyclopedic knowledge of etiquette and proper topics for young ladies. Their family library back in Chilton contained more than a few manuals for young ladies, from which Emma had large passages practically memorized.

      A soldier, resplendent in his red coat, walked past. He and his companion spoke intently, and she wondered if they were discussing military secrets. Perhaps being a soldier and a debutante were similar: they drilled and practiced for the real event, but nothing prepared one adequately for war. Or courtship. Or . . . marriage.

      Jane stopped their procession. “Do you see that bird, Emma?” Emma looked in the boughs of the oak tree nearby. Jane had instantly spotted the drab little wren amongst the shrubbery. She hadn’t seen one since Chilton, and it made her feel somehow closer to home.

      “Mademoiselle!” Called a man from behind them.

      They all turned, Aunt Diana’s face already in a scowl, prepared to do battle against impertinence.

      It was the soldier in the crimson coat. Jane liked his face. He had an amiable, open expression with sparkling blue eyes and smooth skin. He seemed . . . kind. He presented a beautifully embroidered handkerchief to Emma. Jane slid her eyes over to Emma, who already had color high in her cheeks. She seemed to like the look of him also.

      Jane examined the soldier’s companion. Only a remarkably handsome man could compete with a man this size for attention. The companion looked large enough to pull an oxcart and not be winded by it. His hair was dark as midnight, and he sported an impressive beard. The beard was well-kempt and tidy, the same blue-black midnight color as his head, which made it seem not unfashionable but exotic.

      His dark eyes slid to hers, holding her gaze steady. It wasn’t that custard-devouring look she’d noticed between Emma and Lord Andrepont, but it was incisive, insightful. As if he had opened her soul like a book and was perusing at his leisure. She shifted the weight on her feet, feeling a need to run.

      “What is this?” Aunt Diana sniffed at the soldier and the handkerchief.

      “I believe one of you may have dropped this. I was walking opposite you, and forgive my impertinence, but it seemed too lovely to keep your property.” The soldier performed a charming bow.

      Emma stifled a giggle at his gallantry, letting her smile mirror his infectious one. Aunt Diana turned to her. “Is it?”

      “Pardon?” Emma said, not following.

      “Your handkerchief. Is it one of yours?”

      The soldier was daring and dashing, the exact inverse of the dark and intimidating Lord Andrepont. Emma reached out tentatively. “May I?”

      The soldier waved it about theatrically and then brandished it before her. “But of course.”

      Emma took it from him. Jane noted that his gloves were pristinely white and his uniform neatly pressed. His shave was close and he smelled of soap, not of tobacco or coffee or spirits. That was pleasant, and a good sign. Emma turned the handkerchief over in her hands, Jane peering over, trying to seem unobtrusive. It was not one of theirs—while the embroidery was well done, it lacked Emma’s signature white X in the corner or Jane’s line of three white dots. They both marked all darning and embellishments so neither girl could claim the other’s work for her own. They’d devised the system after too many arguments about who did chores and who lazed about.

      Emma always accused Jane of shirking because Jane preferred to be out in the woods gathering supplies, and Jane accused Emma because she would hold a piece of darning in her hands for well over a half hour while daydreaming, not putting in a single stitch.

      Emma glanced at Aunt Diana, who didn’t know of their system. Aunt Diana was looking intently at the soldier, as if trying to place him. However, the soldier only had eyes for Emma, and the large oxcart man stared into a tree when a loud songbird again trilled its call.

      “It’s a wren,” Jane said to him. His startling eyes once again went to hers, and he nodded.

      “A wren,” he said, the R sounding somehow trilled, just like the bird. Jane couldn’t help but smile.

      Emma turned the handkerchief over, as if she were still inspecting it. “Yes,” she said, looking boldly at the soldier, as if they now shared the charade. She was accepting his attentions. Jane thought it wasn’t that much different than birds, really, presenting a pretty trinket to a potential mate. “Thank you ever so much for returning it to me, soldier.”

      The soldier swept off his tricorn hat and bowed deeply before her. “Captain Gareth Somerset, at your service.”

      Next to him, the large bearded man cleared his throat.

      “And this is Vasily Nikolaevich Kuznetsov,” Captain Somerset announced. The other man swept into a bow that Jane thought was rather elegant for such a large man, but Aunt Diana ignored the foreigner completely.

      Aunt Diana narrowed her eyes. “Isn’t your father an earl? Lord Lorian?”

      Captain Somerset rewarded Aunt Diana with a gallant smile, and Jane had to admit that she wouldn’t mind having him bestow such a blinding expression upon her as well. He was rather handsome, if one liked fair-haired, amiable sorts. “I am his lordship’s second son.”

      Jane glanced at Emma, her eyebrow cocked as if to say, This one too? How many do you need? Aunt Diana gave an appreciative hum in response to Captain Somerset’s parentage.

      “Have we seen you at any of the local assemblies?” their aunt questioned.

      “Very few as of yet. As you can see, I’m set with my commission. I leave for the colonies in a matter of weeks.” Captain Somerset tucked his hat under his arm. “But I am hoping to attend the next assembly, though I admit I don’t remember when it is. I’ve been so focused on my career, I haven’t the head for this Season’s parties.”

      “Tomorrow evening,” Aunt Diana told him. “I’m sure you and your brother are on the guest lists of everyone in Town.”

      “Undoubtedly,” Captain Somerset said. “May I inquire after your names, then? In hopes of finding you for the next round of dancing?”

      “As long as you don’t wear those boots,” Jane said. They shone bright as a mirror but were so stiff he wouldn’t be able to dance well.

      Mr. Kuznetsov chuckled, but Aunt Diana tsked her. Jane didn’t mind because she’d made Mr. Kuznetsov laugh, and that seemed like reward enough.

      Captain Somerset grinned at Emma. “I’m an excellent dancer. But I will endeavor to wear softer shoes in case I grow suddenly clumsy.”

      Emma was practically glowing from his attentions and allusions to her dancing with him. Would Jane somehow become this silly?

      “I am Mrs. Fraser, aunt to Miss Emma Laurent and her sister, Miss Jane Laurent.”

      “A pleasure to meet you all. I hope we may converse the next we meet.” Captain Somerset returned his hat to its perch atop his head.

      “Thank you for returning my handkerchief,” Emma said, catching his eye once more.

      He inclined his head. “At your service.”

      The words seemed more than just a polite idiom, and even Jane understood the intent. She had not made herself known in public, so this fascinating exchange was at an end for her, but that was fine. Emma would tell her every single detail anyway, whether Jane wished to know it or not.

      The soldier and the foreigner took their leave, and the women resumed their walk. None of them spoke, and Emma tucked the found handkerchief in her bodice, rather than up her sleeve. Jane wondered if it was wicked to do so—something he had touched so close to her heart, to her breast.

      Jane wondered what Lord Andrepont would make of the scene had he been nearby. Besides a single visit, Lord Andrepont had not set any intentions; therefore, Emma needed to keep herself available. Even Aunt Diana would agree—at least, Jane thought she might.
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        * * *

      

      AFTER – DAY ONE

      The coroner and magistrate appeared at the front door early in the morning, telling poor Mr. Afreé that they would wait for Jane to ready herself, no matter how long it took. By the time Jane made herself ready for this dreadful day, the coroner and the magistrate were attempting to bring something into the house.

      “What is this?” Jane demanded, coming down the stairs.

      Both men immediately ceased bickering with her butler to sweep hats off their heads and bow to her.

      “My apologies, my lady,” said the taller, paler of the two strangers. “We come bearing horrific news. Might we find somewhere comfortable?”

      “Of course.” Jane gestured to the drawing room. “But what is that outside the door?”

      The other man waved off the men outside, and grumbling emanated from the open door.

      “Mr. Afreé, some tea, please,” Jane said to her butler before turning to her guests. “Come along, gentlemen.”

      She tried to remain regal and unconcerned. This was just another day. A normal day. Her heart pounded so loudly she was almost surprised that neither man commented on it as they took the seats she gestured to in her feminine drawing room. The damned grandfather clock still rang on the half hour. It set her teeth on edge. She would enjoy smashing that thing to bits.

      They introduced themselves as Mr. Eier, the coroner, and Mr. Breaverton, the magistrate. Jane narrowed her eyes at them but said nothing. Which clearly made them nervous. She knew her silences were powerful—as they ought to be. She’d honed them enough over the years. Both men fidgeted and glanced at one another, wanting the other one to do the job.

      “We regret to inform you, my lady . . . that is, ah—” Mr. Eier took a big breath. “That is, unfortunately, we found Lord Andrepont, your husband, that is.”

      “Oh?” Jane raised her eyebrow at his stalling. “Which brothel did you pull him out of this time?” Matthew didn’t believe in brothels. But it was a good seed to plant in their minds right then.

      Mr. Breaverton winced at her harsh words.

      “That isn’t it, at all, my lady.” Mr. Eier looked like he wanted to run away. Run very far away indeed. “No, we pulled him from the Thames early this morning, down by Wapping.”

      “Wapping?” Jane didn’t need to pretend the confusion she felt. “But that’s . . .”

      “Not a good area,” Mr. Eier supplied.

      “It’s far,” Jane said.

      “That too,” Mr. Breaverton added, as if he needed to be a part of the conversation.

      “Why was he down there?” Jane asked without thinking, grateful they would assume he meant Matthew, although she meant Vasya.

      “My lady,” Mr. Eier said gently, scooting to the edge of his seat. “Do you understand what we mean?”

      “Wapping. The Thames?” she repeated.

      “Your husband is dead,” Mr. Eier said.

      Jane blinked at him. She’d thought she would need to act at this point. But it didn’t feel real at all. The idea that Matthew would never darken this doorway. That Matthew would never come home. He would never again receive odious visitors to his study, which lurked next to her son’s music room.

      “When we say that he was pulled from the river, we mean that he is, ah, deceased.” Mr. Breaverton said, for no apparent reason at all, except to take up more air.

      “It appears he was robbed, and I would judge this a homicide. Therefore, we will have an inquest. The body is in a cart outside, covered, of course, ready to put in whatever room you deem appropriate.”

      Jane shot to her feet. She hadn’t anticipated that. Not even Gareth had anticipated that, though they should have. “No,” she said. “No.”

      The men glanced at each other. “Lady Andrepont, it is customary to⁠—”

      “I will not have his body here. I will not have people tromping through my home to examine his corpse. I won’t.” Jane closed her eyes, seeing in her mind what the river might do to a person. She opened them again.

      The men looked at each other. “There is a nearby inn that has taken bodies for an inquest before. Shall we ask them?”

      Jane felt her head might shake off her head with how firmly she nodded. “I’ll pay anything, I don’t care. Just⁠—”

      “She’s overcome,” Mr. Eier murmured to Mr. Breaverton, as if Jane could no longer hear. But let them think that. Let them believe she was helpless. Mr. Eier looked to her now. “I shall make the arrangements.”

      “Now remember,” Mr. Breaverton said, sounding more like a kindly schoolmaster than a man who delivered news of the dead. “It’ll be three days for the inquest, and your staff and your family will need to be available for interviews. We can do the interviews here or at the inn, whatever your leisure. We’ll do our best to accommodate a woman of your sensibilities.”

      They didn’t make accommodations for poor women. Or women who worked. Just for noblewomen, such rarefied and fine captives.

      “We will take our leave now, my lady,” Mr. Eier said, taking a step towards the door. “But we shall return in the afternoon to interview your staff ourselves. Should we deem anyone worth speaking to, they’ll be summoned to tell their story to either a magistrate or a jury, depending on what we find. But we have no time to lose.”

      Jane nodded, swallowing past the lump in her throat. “Of course.” She rang for Mr. Afreé, who escorted the men down. Jane sank into her chair, grateful for the tea tray that had appeared courtesy of a footman. This was merely another lock
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