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The German was enormous, and his right hook was deadly, but he’d been hit in the head one too many times. He was as dim as the stars shining in the London fog. That didn’t mean Rowden wasn’t dancing in the ring. He didn’t want a ham-sized fist plowing into his face. But the German had no strategy. Rowden had lasted four rounds with the brute, and he could see the man was tiring. If Rowden could survive one round more, the German would be tired enough that Rowden could get in a few jabs and take him down.

Rowden danced back, twisted, felt the swipe of the German’s fist a fraction from his ear. The crowd yelled and cheered, and Rowden flashed them a grin. Some of them had bet against him of course, but most of them were smart enough to bet against the German. Rowden wasn’t known as The Royal Payne for nothing. He glanced at his manager, standing with arms crossed on one side of the ring. Chibale narrowed his eyes, reminding Rowden to focus. They’d be called to their corners soon.

Then he’d get a drink, take a breath, and start his attack. In another quarter hour, the prize money would be his. Fifty pounds wasn’t a fortune, but it was nothing to scoff at. Once Rowden would have considered fifty pounds nominal. But that was before his father had disavowed him.

Younger sons of dukes didn’t have many useful, practical skills. Rowden had tried the army, but he hadn’t liked taking orders. Now he made his way in the fashion he preferred—with his fists.

He ducked as the German swung at him, then skipped behind the man and jabbed him in the lower back. The German grunted and swung around. That punch was easy to evade as the German hadn’t even aimed it. Sweat poured from the giant’s forehead, and his blue eyes were red-rimmed. Rowden could feel the fifty quid in his pocket already. Well, thirty-five quid. He’d have to pay Chibale fifteen pounds.

Rowden glanced at Chibale who nodded and raised a hand level to the ground. Hold steady.

Suddenly a loud bell rang out and a voice shouted above the men lining the ring. “Woe to ye, sinners! Repent and God will forgive thy sins!”

It was a woman’s voice, and Rowden tried to ignore it, but the bell had been loud and unexpected and thrown him off balance.

“Flee this den of iniquity!”

Den of iniquity? It was a tavern with an area roped off for boxing in the back. A bit of drink and sport was hardly wicked.

“Flee now afore the fires of hell descend!” The bell rang again, and a burst of fire seemed to leap into the crowd. The men on the side of the ring closest to the fire moved aside, and Rowden couldn’t stop himself from looking. Even as his mind screamed, No!, his head turned to glance at the spectacle.

It only took an instant for him to see the woman’s companion held a torch. No one was in any real danger. Except for Rowden, in the ring with the German. That was the instant he should have turned back to his opponent. He should have ducked. He should have done anything other than lock eyes with the woman dressed in black. Her gown was severe with its high neck and coarse cloth. Her hair was covered by a white cap.

But her eyes.

Her eyes were the most beautiful shade of hazel he’d ever seen. Truly, they were remarkable. He stared at her, and she stared at him, and then she winced.

Like an idiot he turned to look at what had caught her attention, and pain struck the side of his head like a boulder smashing down on it.

And then he was down, and for a moment the world was gray and all but silent. Rowden felt as though he had fallen into a lake and was struggling to swim to the top of the water. Everything was murky and muted, but finally he broke through to the surface and a dark brown face was right above him.

“You lost,” Chibale said.

Rowden shook his head. “No. I can still fight. Give me a minute.” He tried to sit, but his head felt too heavy.

Chibale shook his head. “You’ve been lying on the ground for two minutes. It’s over.”

Rowden growled. He was suddenly hungry and thirsty, and his pockets were not fifty pounds fuller. “Goddamn it.”

“I think that is exactly what happened, my friend.” He offered a hand, and Rowden took it, allowing Chibale to pull him to his feet. “Those zealots came in and ruined everything.”

“I shouldn’t have let myself become distracted.”

Chibale put an arm around Rowden, led him to a table, and signaled to a server to bring him a drink. “It’s not like you to lose focus.”

Rowden closed his eyes. He opened them again when he heard a cheer from the other room, then scowled when he saw the German and his friends raising their pints in celebration.

“Get me another match with him,” Rowden said.

“And how am I supposed to do that? He knocked you on your unfocused, white arse. No one is interested in a rematch.”

“Make them interested. That’s what I pay you for.”

Chibale sat back, crossed his arms, and looked up at the ceiling. “Neither of us made any blunt tonight. And we could have used it after your holiday a few months ago.”

Rowden blew out a breath. “I was helping a friend, not on holiday.” He’d spent most of October in the countryside at the home of his friend Nash Pope. Pope’s father, the Earl of Beaufort, had offered to pay Rowden for his time, but Rowden hadn’t felt right about taking the money. Now that Nash was planning a wedding and threatening to invite Rowden, he wondered if he should have accepted the money.

“I was hoping to buy a new waistcoat,” Chibale complained.

Rowden rolled his eyes and then winced. His head was still ringing. “You’re already the best-dressed man east of Mayfair. The last thing you need is another waistcoat.”

Chibale nodded at the server who brought his ale and drank. “You could use a new waistcoat.” He handed Rowden his shirt so he could pull it over his head and bare chest. “And a few new shirts, come to think of it.”

Rowden drank his ale down. “Only get blood on them,” he said. Rowden stared at his empty glass. “Besides I have no one to impress.” He glanced at Chibale. “How is your sister’s gown coming along?”

“It’s finished,” Chibale said, looking annoyed.

“And the modiste still hasn’t succumbed to your charms?”

A few months ago, Chibale had drunk a bit too much wine when they’d been celebrating one of Rowden’s wins, and he’d confessed he was half in love with a French modiste named Madame Renauld. But the dressmaker refused all of Chibale’s efforts to court her, so he’d finally brought his sister to her to have a dress made. Apparently, that effort had not gone as planned.

“How’s your head?”

Rowden turned to see where the voice had come from and immediately regretted the quick movement. Aiden Sterling grabbed a chair and sat, laughing. “That bad?” He signaled to the server to bring another tray of drinks. “That German knocked you flat. I haven’t seen you lose that badly since you fought that Spaniard in Portugal.”

“Spaniard in Portugal?” Chibale asked.

“When we were in the army,” Aiden said. “Before you started calling Rowden The Royal Payne and charging to watch him fight.”

“Ah.” Chibale nodded. “When you fought for free.” His tone held a trace of contempt.

“It was those goddamn Methodists or Puritans or whatever the hell they were this time,” Rowden said. “They threw my concentration.” That wasn’t exactly true. It was the woman who had distracted him. Those eyes. He’d never seen eyes like that before. Nothing else about her was remarkable. He couldn’t even remember her face. She had seemed a black, shapeless thing yelling about sin and hell. Usually, the religious zealots stood on the street corners by the whores and harangued the men soliciting the prostitutes. Lately, they’d become bolder, entering taverns to preach about the evils of drink and sport. This was the second time they’d interrupted one of his mills, though he’d heard of other fights that had been disrupted by them. Last time he’d considered it a nuisance. This time he was angry. And bruised.

“A sect of Methodists, I think,” Chibale said.

“You cost me five pounds,” Aidan said.

“Only five pounds?” Rowden asked. “That’s all you wagered on me?”

“No, I wagered ten.”

“Then how did you lose only five?” Chibale asked, passing out drinks from the server.

Rowden glared at his friend. “Because he wagered five on the German.”

Aidan smiled and lifted his ale. “You know me too well.”

Rowden brought the ale to his lips then set it down again. His belly roiled and his head hurt like the dickens. “I’m done for tonight.” He stood, wobbling a bit.

Chibale stood too. “I’ll go with you.”

Rowden waved him off. “Your rooms are nearby. It would be out of your way.” Rowden caught the look Chibale and Aidan exchanged.

“I’ll go,” Aiden said. “I haven’t eaten yet. I’ll stop in at the Draven Club and see what Porter is serving tonight.”

“I don’t need a chaperone,” Rowden said. But he didn’t argue very forcefully. He’d rather Aidan go with him, hail the hackney, and haul him up to his flat. Rowden’s head hurt too much to think about anything practical.

“Tomorrow at Mostyn’s,” Chibale said as the two men started away. “I made notes for improvement.”

Rowden blew out a breath and leaned on Aidan as they stepped out into the frigid February night. Aiden raised a hand, and a jarvey just down the street called to his horse and started their way.

“I thought you didn’t like taking orders,” Aidan said.

“He works for me.”

Aidan raised his brows but didn’t speak. Rowden didn’t like taking orders, but he also wasn’t an idiot. That’s why he’d hired Chibale. The man knew boxing, and he knew what Rowden needed to do to win. It was Chibale who had come up with the name The Royal Payne, and it was largely due to Chibale that the name was becoming known not only within London but throughout England.

So Rowden might not like having to go to the boxing studio tomorrow, but he’d do it.

And next time, no goddamn zealot would throw off his concentration.

***

[image: image]


MODESTY BROWN STOOD on the corner and watched as the fighter—they called themselves milling coves—climbed into a hackney with his friend. She heaved a sigh of relief. He had been hit so hard, and when he’d fallen it seemed the entire floor shook. She’d known it was her fault. He’d been looking at her when the other man hit him. She’d wanted to warn him, but she was supposed to be there to disrupt the sinful activities, not take part in them.

Beside her, her father called out Bible verses to men and women passing by. No one seemed to pay him any attention. She held her wooden sign higher. It read, REPENT! THE END IS NEAR!

The torch one of the other congregants held lit the words on the sign. The older woman with the torch would take over preaching when her father’s voice tired. It was only half past ten, and they would probably be here until midnight at least. She did not like staying out that late. The later it became, the more intoxicated the people. The Fancy—what the men who liked to watch fights called themselves—were especially rude. Men and women alike yelled foul things and made vulgar gestures. Modesty always tried to look away. When she’d been younger, her father had covered her eyes. But now that she was almost four and twenty, she had seen just about everything the underground of London had to offer. A boxing match between two grown men seemed relatively tame to her, but she had not argued when her father instructed the small group of parishioners to follow him and disrupt the match.

Modesty never argued. Her mother had not argued. She had been an example of perfect womanhood—obedient, submissive, soft-spoken, and pious. Modesty wanted to be everything her mother had been. She wanted her father to love her the way he’d loved her mother.

And her mother would not have countenanced her staring at the pugilist as she was. Modesty averted her eyes from the hackney and tried not to think about the man. She’d seen bare-chested men before on other occasions when she had been in the party that disrupted a boxing match. She saw bare buttocks even more frequently. All she had to do was look down the alley to her right to see prostitutes pushed up against a wall and men with their breeches about their knees. She did not concern herself with matters of the flesh. It was the spirit inside the flesh that mattered.

But she had been sorely tempted tonight because the flesh encasing the pugilist’s spirit was rather enticing. She’d have to ask for forgiveness later because she had looked far too long at his bare chest. And then she’d looked even longer at his almost-handsome face and his green eyes.

“Beware the serpent!” her father called out, and Modesty nodded in agreement. She did need to be wary.

“Beware the fires of—” Her father broke off and the other parishioners looked at him with alarm. He cleared his throat and continued. “The fires of hell!’

Modesty frowned. Something was not right. Her father did not sound like himself. “Excuse me. Brother John, please take my place for a moment.”

“Father!” Modesty grabbed his arm. “Are you well?”

“The Lord is my shepherd,” Brother John began.

Her father gave her a tight smile and wiped a bead of sweat from his cheek. Like the rest of the party, he was dressed in all black. His black hat obscured his face in the dim light, and she could not see his eyes.

“Yes, child. All is well. I see someone I must speak with. I will return in a moment.”

He walked away, and Modesty rose on tiptoes to watch where he went. He passed several buildings then stopped in front of a younger man dressed in plain brown trousers and the sort of coat farmers wore. He removed his hat, and the two men stepped around the corner and out of sight.

Modesty felt her belly tighten with unease. Her father had never done such a thing before. He never left his preaching like this. The only time he left off was when someone passing by asked for a blessing or to pray with him. But if that man had wanted a blessing, then why had he not asked in front of all of them? Why had her father gone off with him in private? London was dangerous, and it made her nervous to think of her father alone and undefended.

But presently, he returned. She waited for him to explain himself, but he said nothing, just took over for Brother John. Modesty glanced down the street where her father had gone to meet the man and noted he was still standing on the corner. He still held his hat and he seemed to be watching her. Modesty looked away, feeling self-conscious. And when she looked back, he was gone.
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“Father, who was that man last night?” Modesty asked as she placed the last bowl of porridge on the table and poured her father tea.

“What man, my child?” her father asked, absently. He was studying a book of sermons by John Wesley, as was his habit in the morning. No matter how late they had been out the previous evening—and last night had been an early night as they had been in bed by quarter to twelve—he woke at six to read the Bible for two hours. She rose at seven to prepare breakfast and they ate at half past eight as he read one of his books of sermons. They were not wealthy, and the few books they owned were cherished and carefully tended. Even now, as he seemed to spoon porridge distractedly, her father pushed the book to the side, safely out of the path of any dripping food or tea.

“The man who summoned you last night. He looked like a farmer. You spoke with him for a quarter of an hour at least,” Modesty said.

Her father did not speak for several moments, seemingly engaged with his book. “That is a matter that does not pertain to you,” he said finally. His tone was not severe, but it did not invite further discussion. He looked up, his reading spectacles making his brown eyes look large. “Mind your place, child. Do not concern yourself with worldly affairs.”

Modesty had to keep her brows from rising. Since when had her father been concerned with worldly affairs? But she kept her thoughts to herself and dutifully drank her tea and ate her porridge. After the meal, she washed and dried the plates while her father continued to read and sip his tea. Finally, she sat beside him, opened the Bible, and pretended to read. Her mind was too busy to concentrate on the words.

“I have a task for you today,” her father said.

Modesty looked up, surprised. Her father believed idle hands were sinful hands, and everyday had its set tasks. Yesterday, she and several of the women of the church had cleaned the room they used to gather for worship on Sundays. They had polished the benches and mopped the floors and dusted everything to a dull gleam. Today was the day she would mend socks and shirts and the few other items in her mending basket. She usually began the mending closer to noon, when the most light shone through the small window in this room.

“I have the mending,” she said, feebly.

“This should not take long. I would like you to deliver a basket of bread and cheese to Mrs. Kydd on Pall Mall.”

“You want me to go to Pall Mall?” Modesty asked in surprise. “Alone?”

“I would go with you,” her father said, “but I must work on my sermon for Sunday.”

Today was one of the days he devoted to sermon-writing. But he had never before asked her to go alone to deliver a gift of charity, and he had never sent her so far as Pall Mall. It was a thirty-minute walk, at least, across London. She was rarely allowed to go anywhere by herself, and she felt a thrill of excitement at the possibility of an adventure. Normally, when she was out with her father or one of the church elders, she had to keep her eyes downcast. But if she were alone, she could study the ladies in their fine dresses or pause at the windows of shops and study the goods for purchase. 

“When should I leave?” Modesty asked, now eager to be on her way.

“Within the hour,” her father said. “Use the provisions in the storage room at the church to make up the basket.”

“Of course. Is Mrs. Kydd ill? Should I make her soup?”

Reverend Brown waved his hand. “Nothing like that. She made a donation to our cause, and this is a small gesture of our thanks. I have her information written on this paper.” He slid a slip of paper she had not noticed on the table toward her. It had the woman’s name and the number of her residence on Pall Mall. “Bring her the gift. If she will see you, speak with her a little to express our thanks and tell her of our mission. Then come straight home.” He looked at Modesty, his brown eyes meeting hers as he peered at her above his spectacles. “No dawdling.”

“I understand, sir.”

Her mother would not have dawdled. Her mother would have gone straight to Mrs. Kydd and come straight back again. And that’s what Modesty would do. It took no additional time to catch glimpses of the world about her. She would walk quickly and still peer at shop windows. “Shall I go now, sir?”

“Yes, go now. Do not forget your coat and scarf, child.”

“No, sir.” She put on her threadbare coat and the scarf she had knitted the year before and tucked her hands in her pockets. She wished she had gloves or mittens, but she had only the one pair of gloves that she wore for church and those must be kept clean and tidy for Sundays.

She put her black bonnet over the cap she wore and tied the ribbons under her chin. A quarter hour later she set out from the church, a basket tucked into the crook of her arm. The sun was shining dully in the sky. Outside of London, the day was probably crisp, cool, and bright. Inside the city, with its endless coal fires darkening the sky, it was cold and less gray than usual. Modesty decided to walk briskly to keep warm and return quickly as her father had bade her. She kept her eyes down until she was out of sight of her home and the church and then she lifted her head and took everything in.

She passed a group of boys kicking a ball in the street and cheering wildly when one boy crossed a line invisible to her. She passed a fishmonger and a costermonger and a young girl on a stoop, a dirty dog beside her with his head in her lap. She lowered her eyes again when she passed a group of men outside a gin shop. In her shapeless black dress and bonnet, she was unlikely to draw their interest, but she did not want to chance it.

As she drew closer to the Kydd residence on Pall Mall, there were fewer gin shops and groups of boys playing in the street and more carts and horses, clerks in black carrying heavy ledgers, and ladies in fur-lined pelisses. She gave two men unloading a cart a wide berth. They looked to be carrying a table into a building while a well-dressed man stood with his arms crossed and watched. Modesty continued walking, slowing slightly when she reached a row of shops. Her arm ached from the weight of the basket, and she took the opportunity to switch arms. She might have paused slightly longer than she intended to study an array of bright bonnets in one window. They were bedecked with plumes in colors she had never seen on a bird in the wild. A few also had sprigs of what appeared to be grapes embellishing them. She did not fancy fruit on her bonnet, but she would not have minded flowers. One hat in pink was decorated with a cluster of white silk flowers, and Modesty thought it was lovely.

Of course, she would never be allowed to wear a bonnet that color, even if it didn’t clash with her awful red hair. She had never worn anything but dark, sober colors. She had never owned a hat that was not either dark blue or black. Her undergarments were plain white as was the cap she wore over her hair to keep it in place. The bonnet had a wide brim to hide much of her face and all of her hair. She had once heard her father tell her mother that witches were known to have red hair, and her mother had remarked, very softly, that her own mother had red hair and was not a witch.

That was the beauty of her mother, Modesty thought. She was peaceful and never argued, but she had quiet authority. She’d never heard her father mention her hair again, although she knew he did not like it. Modesty kept it covered all the time, even at home in his presence. The only time she uncovered it was when she took it down before bed or to wash it. She made sure to keep her chamber dark so even she did not see her hair. She rarely looked in a mirror. Vanity was a sin. But when Modesty moved to the next window—she was dawdling now, but she could not seem to help it—and peered at the boots displayed, she also caught her own reflection in the wavy window glass. She was a pale face draped in black. She knew the glass distorted her image, but she looked so small and scared in the reflection that she turned away.

Time to be on her way. She hurried along the street, only slowing when she reached the bustling corner of Haymarket and Pall Mall. Then she took a deep breath and waded into the swarms of people. The streets were filled with private carriages and hackneys as well as coaches and heavily laden carts. The sidewalks were just as busy with men hurrying this way and that, ladies using their parasols to move anyone in their path aside, and mothers pulling recalcitrant children in their wake. It was a mass of people moving in every direction, and it was the epitome of London. Modesty would have paused to smile and take it in if she had not feared being jostled to the ground by those in a hurry behind her. She was not certain if people hurried to stay warm or because they were late.

She removed the slip of paper with the number she wanted on it and began to scan the numbers of the buildings she passed. The first section of the street was full of shops and offices, but there were residences interspersed. Finally, as the numbers neared the one she wanted, she slowed and, after being pushed aside by people hurrying past, paused in front of Mrs. Kydd’s residence.

Modesty shifted the basket to the other arm again. It had felt so light when she’d left and now it seemed full of bricks. She climbed the steps to the residence and clutched the brass knocker, rapping repeatedly. A moment later a maid opened the door and smiled.

Mrs. Kydd had not wanted to see Modesty, so she left the basket and stepped back into the commotion of Pall Mall. On the return trip, she avoided looking in the shop windows and gazed at the street and at the people on the other side of Pall Mall. In front of her, a young child began to cry and threw himself on the ground. Modesty paused while his mother tried to coax him up and out of the way. She gave Modesty an apologetic look, and Modesty smiled at her reassuringly. While she waited for the mother to either calm the child or pick him up kicking and screaming, her gaze strayed across the street again. She narrowed her eyes as a man she recognized exited a gray building almost directly across from her.

He was a dark-skinned man of medium height, dressed very well in fawn breeches and a dark blue coat. His waistcoat was a deep burgundy color, and as she watched he adjusted his beaver hat on his head. She did not know his name and did not think he was among the parishioners of her father’s congregation. Why should he look so familiar to her?

Her gaze strayed to the sign above the building he’d exited. It read Mostyn’s. That told her nothing. Mostyn was most likely the surname of the owner of the establishment. But she had no idea what sort of establishment it was. The dark-skinned man began to walk along Pall Mall. It was just as crowded on the other side, and he had to jog to the side at one point to avoid plowing into another man. The way he moved released the trap on her memory. He was from the tavern the night before. She had seen him on the side of the boxing ring, yelling encouragement to the man the German had hit.

The pamphlets she had seen to promote the boxing match called the man The Royal Payne. She wondered if The Royal Payne was inside Mostyn’s. Before she could think about what she was doing, she was taking her life into her hands and crossing Pall Mall. She let out a little scream as she was almost trampled by a horse and gave the coachman of a carriage traveling far too quickly a few choice—but still Christian—words. And then she was on the other side of the street and breathing heavily with relief. She looked up and saw the sign for Mostyn’s. A large wooden door faced the street and there were no windows. She went to the door, pulled on the heavy latch and peered inside.

The interior was cool and dark with paneled wood walls and marble floors. The smell of oranges permeated the air, and she stepped inside and looked up at the high ceiling and the heavy but sturdy chandelier hanging from it. 

“Help you?” came a low masculine voice.

Modesty turned and took a step back. The voice had been low and pleasant, but the man who greeted her was large and bald and had several bruises on his face. His nose had obviously been broken at one time as it was unnaturally crooked.

“I am sorry. I shouldn’t have come inside,” Modesty said. Really, what had possessed her to enter this place? Sometimes she was far too curious for her own good. Her mother would have gone straight home. She would never have crossed the street, much less opened the door to an unfamiliar establishment.

“No harm done,” the man said with a smile that revealed several missing teeth. Modesty turned to go then heard a shout and a grunt and what sounded like several thumps. Then a loud cheer went up and Modesty couldn’t help but look past the man who’d greeted her at the cracked door behind him.

“What is this place?” she asked.

“Mostyn’s,” he replied, seemingly happy to converse. “It’s a pugilism studio for gentlemen wanting to learn to box. Most of the men who come here just want the activity. Boxing is quite energetic. Good for the lungs.”

“I see,” she said. “Is...” She should leave now. She should not say anything further. “Is The Royal Payne here?”

The man’s brows shot up. “What does a woman like you know about The Royal Payne?” he asked. His eyes swept down her dour black dress.

“I should take my leave.” She really should be on her way now. Determined now to do as she ought, she turned and walked to the door.

“Wait,” the bruised man said. Modesty halted. “I’ll fetch him for you.”

She spun around. “He’s here?”

“You’re a strange one. I thought your sort didn’t approve of blood sports, but I can see you’re no different than every other chit in London.”

“What do you mean?” Modesty asked.

“You’re all in love with Rowden Payne. Stay right there. Don’t move.” He went through the door where the noise had emanated. Modesty didn’t dare move, though she was half-afraid the man would return with Rowden Payne.

That was his name. Rowden. It was an odd name, probably a family name or a name he’d given himself. What would she say if Mr. Payne came through that door? What would she do?

She didn’t have to wonder long because Mr. Payne himself stepped into the doorway a moment later. He was dressed only in shirt sleeves, and Modesty was grateful he wasn’t bare-chested as he’d been the night before. He wiped his face with a cloth, and when he lowered it his green eyes fastened on her.

“You,” he said. “You owe me fifty quid.”

***
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ROWDEN WAS IMMEDIATELY sorry he had said it. The woman paled visibly, and she was already quite pale beneath that large black hat. She was on the shorter side of medium height, and she seemed to shrink when he spoke, and he stepped forward to reassure her.

Which was exactly the wrong thing to do because she took a step back, clearly not reassured. “I’m teasing you,” he said, though in truth, he wasn’t quite ready to forgive her the fifty quid she’d cost him. But he’d also caught another flash of those amazing hazel eyes, and he didn’t want her to run away quite yet.

“Teasing me?” she asked. “Like na-na boo boo?” Her voice was not weak or quiet, as he’d imagined it would be. It was strong and unwavering.

Rowden bit his cheek to keep from smiling. “I meant that I spoke in jest.”

“But I did cost you a win last night. The German fighter knocked you down.”

“Thanks for that reminder.” He put his hands on his hips. “Did you come to offer to compensate me?” He hadn’t meant it in a suggestive way. God knew she was primmer than a nun. Still, his tone had a suggestive hint to it he hadn’t meant to put there.

“I don’t have anything to offer,” she said, seeming not to notice his tone. “I do not really know why I came. I suppose I wanted to apologize.”

Rowden cocked his head to the side. “You wanted to apologize.”

She nodded. “Yes. I didn’t intend for you to be hurt.”

He touched his temple gingerly as the bruise there was still tender. The blow had been glancing, but he still had a blooming black rose of a mark for it. “But you wanted to stop the fight.”

“Of course.” She nodded, and her eyes darted about the entryway as though it were a museum of curiosities. Rowden couldn’t think why it should capture her attention. There was nothing of interest. Ewan Mostyn was not one for many words or embellishments. The walls were bare and the only items in the entry were a brass receptacle for umbrellas and walking sticks and a coat tree laden with several greatcoats.

“Why?” he asked.

Her gaze focused on him again, puzzled. He liked having her gaze on him and decided to ask more questions when it strayed. Of course, Rowden had an idea of why she objected, but he wanted to hear it from her.

“We don’t believe in violence. We believe in peace and compassion.” Her gaze strayed again, and she spoke almost as if by rote. “Jesus said, ‘Love ye your enemies, and do good.’”

“The German wasn’t my enemy. Our managers arranged the fight, and I did plan to do good with my winnings. I’d promised to donate them to an orphanage.”

Her gaze locked on his face, eyes wide. “Really?”

“No.” He smiled. “I would have done nothing so noble, only paid my landlord and bought food so I don’t starve.”

Her eyes lowered and then she seemed to realize she should not be looking at his body, and her gaze shot up again. “Is there not some honest way you can make a living?”

“I can’t think what would be more honest than a fair fist fight. Do you want to have a look around the studio?” he asked, gesturing behind him to the door leading into the practice room.

“Inside? No!”

Rowden jammed a shoulder against one wall and made himself comfortable. “You don’t want to risk your soul in a den of iniquity? I promise you it’s not nearly as seedy as the tavern last night. I’ll introduce you to the owner, Ewan Mostyn. He and I fought in the war together.”

“You were a soldier?” she asked, clearly interested despite herself.

He laughed wryly. “I was a lot of things once upon a time. Come on.” He waved for her to follow him and then, not checking to see if she did, opened the door to the studio and held it for her.

For a long moment she stood rooted in the entryway. Rowden could almost see her mind working, and he did see the play of emotions on her face. She was clearly torn between curiosity and morality. In the end, curiosity won, as it always did. She moved forward and stepped through the door and into the studio.

Rowden tried to see it through her eyes. It was a large, cavernous room, painted white. The ceilings were high and a row of rectangular windows along the top of the outer wall shed quite a bit of light into the room. Several crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling as well, a nod to fifty or so years ago when this had been a ballroom. Two large rectangular areas had been raised and roped off in the center of the room. On the sides were sacks of flour and other weighted items designed for building strength.

Mostyn’s was not crowded at this time of the day. It catered to gentlemen—not necessarily peers, who preferred Gentleman Jackson’s, but gentlemen nonetheless. And those gentlemen tended to sleep until noon, just like their brethren with the title of Lord before their name.

Today there were just five of them in the room, not counting...

Rowden couldn’t believe his bad manners. He hadn’t asked her name.

Well, there were five men in the room. Ewan Mostyn was in the center rectangle. Ewan was a giant of a man with cropped white-blond hair and pale eyes. With his strong features and fierce expression, he resembled a Norse warrior. In the ring with Ewan was a young man of perhaps twenty. The man also had blond hair, but it was dark with sweat and pushed off his brow. He was proceeding through a series of quick steps and jabs, punctuated by Ewan’s grunts of approval or censure. The lad was bare-chested, showing a scrawny chest with no hair yet to boast of. Ewan wore buff breeches, boots, and a shirt open at the throat. His coat had been discarded almost as soon as he’d arrived, and he rarely wore a neckcloth of any sort.

Outside the ring was the lad’s father. He had removed his hat and greatcoat, but he still wore his coat and a cravat expertly tied. He had his hands on the ropes, clutching them tightly as though he could somehow infuse his strength and spirit into his son.

The other man Rowden knew only as Burr. He wasn’t certain if it was the man’s Christian name or surname, and he didn’t ask. Burr was large, not quite as tall as Ewan but equally as brawny, and Burr was bald. He had bruises all along his face, and Rowden also hadn’t asked if those were from practice sparring or a fight outside the studio. Burr had been a professional fighter, like Rowden, but he was mostly retired now. Rowden liked to think he could best Burr, but the two men hadn’t tested that yet.

“Forgive my bad manners,” Rowden said to the woman looking about the studio as though it were the first ring of hell. “I should have introduced myself. Rowden Payne.” He gave her a stiff bow, and she blinked at him before finally nodding.

“My name is Modesty Brown.”

Rowden almost laughed. It was the perfect name for her, so perfect it was almost a caricature. But he held his laughter and ushered her closer to the ring. “When they pause, I’ll introduce you to Mostyn.”

She dragged her feet, but finally they stood on the side of the rectangle adjacent to the lad’s father. He watched as the lad stepped forward and back, jabbing with his hands, weaving and bobbing as he moved.

“It looks like a dance,” Miss Brown said.

“Yes.” Rowden had considered that comparison before. In the ring, it often felt like a dance, except there would be no champagne or stolen kisses at the end of it. You danced well or you were flat on your back.

The lad paused, grasped a towel from the corner and wiped at his sweat-streaked face. He looked at Ewan, and Ewan made a circular motion with his hand, indicating the lad should do it again. The lad looked as though he might argue, then he thought better of it and began the exercise again. Rowden glanced at Miss Brown. She seemed intrigued despite herself. Her face was a study of contrast. Her eyes, those exotic eyes, were fixed on the lad with interest. But her mouth, almost too ordinary to share a face with those eyes, was pursed disapprovingly. Rowden thought he could like that mouth—not as much as the eyes, but he could definitely like that mouth if she softened it. It was a very kissable mouth.

Almost as soon as the thought materialized, Rowden pushed it away. Rowden liked women, and they liked him. But this was not the sort of woman a man dabbled with. He doubted she had ever held a man’s hand, much less been kissed.

“Why must he repeat the steps over and again?” Miss Brown asked. She spoke in a hushed tone, and he had to lean closer to hear her.

Rowden glanced back at the lad. “There’s not much time to think when you’re in the ring and another man is throwing punches at you.” He glanced at Miss Brown, and she was looking at him with interest. His belly tightened unexpectedly, and his face warmed. “Your body acts instinctively. Training will overcome instinct only if that training has become second-nature. So the lad learns to weave and dodge and punch rather than flinch or duck or run.”

“God gave man those instincts to protect us from harm. It seems foolish, if not sinful, to work against them.” She didn’t say working against them was like working against God, but Rowden took her meaning.

“God also gave us the capability to train and to learn. Maybe it’s His will we defeat our instincts.”

She didn’t answer, merely looked back at the roped-off area. No doubt she had an answer ready, though Rowden thought his rejoinder had been strong. After all, man’s every instinct was toward what the Miss Browns of the world would call sin. But she either did not like to argue or, more likely, had been told it was unbecoming and unwomanly.

Too bad. Rowden would have liked to argue with her, to see those hazel eyes flash at him with temper.

The lad finished, lifted his towel again, and said, “I’m ready for something new.”

Ewan didn’t speak, merely lifted one eyebrow slightly in challenge.

“I am!” the lad protested. “I’ve mastered this.”

“Mostyn will say when you’ve mastered it,” the lad’s father said.

The lad scoffed and shook his blond hair. “He doesn’t say anything. I’m telling you both, I’m ready for the next lesson.”

“Uh oh,” Rowden said under his breath.

“What is it?” Miss Brown asked.

“He’s rolling up his sleeves.” Rowden watched Ewan finish with one cuff and begin on the other.

“What does that mean?”

“It means, Miss Brown, you are about to receive a demonstration. Stand back a step or two, would you?”

She didn’t argue, just took two steps back from the ring.

Ewan moved to the center of the ring and crouched slightly. He rarely spoke, and he rarely needed to. It was clear what he intended. The student gave his father a look, then tossed the towel aside, and assumed a defensive posture. Ewan advanced, and the student retreated.

“You see,” Rowden said quietly, speaking close to Miss Brown’s ear. “That’s instinct.” Then more loudly, he called, “Use what you just learned, lad!”

The student glanced at him, nodded, and began to repeat the steps he’d been practicing. He jabbed at Ewan who easily deflected, and then Ewan threw a light punch, and the student was able to evade it.

“It seems he has learned the lesson,” Miss Brown observed. Her hands were folded together, giving her a very prim appearance in her black garb, but her voice held a note of excitement.

“Keep watching,” Rowden said, doubtfully. And indeed, in the next moment, Ewan threw another punch and another. The lad, who had looked so confident a moment before, stumbled and faltered. One of Ewan’s punches glanced off his shoulder, and the dash of pain was the beginning of the chaos. The carefully choreographed dance was gone, and the lad scurried and lurched about the ring. He was an easy target, and Rowden counted the student fortunate when Ewan punched him lightly in the breadbasket. It was hard enough that the student doubled over and went down. A punch from Ewan, even a light one, flattened a man.

Ewan looked at the lad’s father, and the man nodded his head. “We’ll be back tomorrow,” he said. Then Ewan climbed over the ropes and stood to the side, rolling his cuffs back down.

“Come,” Rowden said, reaching to touch her back and lead her toward Ewan, but he stopped just short of touching her. “I’ll introduce you.”

She did not move. “I did not come to see him. I came to apologize to you. I have done that.”

“Don’t remind me,” he said, thinking again of the fifty pounds. “But you can’t come to Mostyn’s and not meet the man himself.” He moved forward and beckoned her, and finally she followed, a mutinous look on her face. The look was brief and then slid into a compliant smile, but Rowden had seen it.

And he wanted to see it again.

“Miss Modesty Brown,” he said as he approached Ewan. “Might I present Mr. Ewan Mostyn, the owner of this fine establishment.”

Ewan looked down at the little figure in black as a hawk might study a field mouse. He nodded then looked at Rowden, a question in his eyes.

“Miss Brown came to apologize to me. She and her fellow Crusaders interrupted my match with the German last night, and the distraction cost me fifty pounds.”

Ewan’s gaze shifted to the bruise on Rowden’s temple, and Rowden clenched his fist to stop himself from touching it. He sighed. “Yes, I know what you say about distraction.” Rowden looked at Miss Brown. “Mr. Mostyn has absolved you of blame.”

Miss Brown wrinkled her brow. “He did not speak.”

“He doesn’t have to. I know what he’s thinking, and it’s that boxing is all about focus. Lose your focus and lose the fight. I lost my focus.” Rowden looked at Ewan. “But can you blame me? Look at her eyes.”

Ewan scowled. “I’m not allowed to look at another woman’s eyes.”

“How is Lady Lorraine?” Rowden asked. He leaned closer to Miss Brown. “Mostyn’s wife is...how do I say it the polite way?” He gave Ewan a questioning look and Ewan shrugged. “In the family way?”

“Oh!” Despite his attempts to use the most unobjectionable term he could find, her cheeks still turned quite pink. Rowden stared and almost forgot what they were discussing. The transformation from the pale, drab creature into a blushing woman was remarkable. She looked almost beautiful. She stared hard at the floor then recovered herself. “What a blessing,” she whispered.

Ewan blew out a breath as though he did not consider his wife’s current state a blessing. Rowden did not know Ewan’s wife well, but she was the daughter of a duke, and as he was once the son of a duke, their paths had crossed many times. He knew her brothers better than he knew her, but he’d been at a dinner party or two with Lady Lorraine and she was—for lack of a better word—effervescent. He couldn’t imagine she would have turned cross or sour because of pregnancy, but she might be even more excitable than usual. After all, Rowden had once had sisters, and he’d watched the amount of planning and hysterics that went into every aspect of their weddings. He could only imagine readying the nursery was much the same.

“Mostyn,” Burr called. “Mr. Johnson is here for his lesson.”

Ewan clapped loudly and started for the ring, and Miss Brown jumped about a foot. Rowden put a hand on her back to steady her. She jumped again, as though his touch had burned her.

“You’re rather skittish, aren’t you?” he said.

“I should depart.”

“No need to run off. You could watch Johnson’s training. He’s a good deal better than that puppy in here earlier. Or you could watch me. When you arrived, I had just begun my own daily regimen.”

Her gaze strayed to the rectangle on the far side of the studio, and Rowden almost thought she would stay. But then she shook her head vehemently enough that her ugly black bonnet nearly fell back. “I must go home.”

“I will see you out,” Rowden said. When they reached the entryway, he grasped the door handle and pulled it open. She stepped through, and he looked about for her escort. Seeing no one waiting for her, he frowned. “Did you come alone?”

“I did. I came to pay a call to Mrs. Kydd, who lives just there.” She pointed to a row of terraced houses down the street. “She is a benefactress for the church. But I have tarried too long. Good day, sir. I do hope you recover quickly.” She raised an ungloved hand, almost as though she might touch him. Rowden wanted to lean forward so that she might brush her fingers against his skin, but she lowered her hand quickly and looked away. “Good day.”

“If you wait a moment, I will fetch my coat and hat and see you home.” She was relatively safe walking through this part of the city in the middle of the day, but he would feel better seeing her safely home. “Step back inside, out of the cold. I will be just a moment.”

She stepped back into the entryway, but her step was hesitant and her gaze on the street. Rowden hurried back into the studio, gathered his coat, and all but sprinted to the entryway where his greatcoat and hat hung. He was not surprised to find her gone when he returned.

He grabbed his hat and ran out of the studio, hoping to catch her. But he looked this way and that and couldn’t spot her anywhere. It didn’t help that all of London was out and about on Pall Mall. Rowden swore and went back inside. It was for the best, he told himself, hanging his greatcoat back on the rack. He did not want responsibility for the woman. And he needed to train. Chibale would organize another match soon, and this time Rowden must win.

But when he stepped through the ropes a short time later, her hazel eyes still haunted him.
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Across town, Chibale lingered across the street from Madame Renauld’s. He’d stood there for about a quarter of an hour, trying to work up the nerve to go inside. The feelings he had when he thought of Madame Renauld were not like anything he’d ever experienced before. His chest felt tight and his heart beat fast. He felt slightly lightheaded, and he’d spent part of the last quarter hour taking deep breaths and talking himself into walking inside the modiste’s shop. He was Chibale Okoro, son of Gamba Okoro, who was son of Thimba, the great warrior and lion hunter. If his grandfather could hunt down a lion, Chibale could face a woman with nothing more deadly than a needle and thread.

A woman passed in front of the shop, stopped, peered at him, and crossed the street. Chibale recognized her belatedly and straightened. “Why are you standing out here?” Bethanie asked. She was his younger sister and the favorite of his siblings. Although she was almost seventeen, she looked much younger. Like their mother, she was short and slim. She wore her hair in a pinned-up twist, and she wore a day dress of light blue which suited her copper complexion. Chibale himself was dark, like his father. As such, he preferred bolder colors, but the pale blue suited Bethanie.

“I was waiting for you,” Chibale said.

Bethanie gave him an odd look. “It’s freezing out here. You should have waited inside.”

Chibale offered his arm, giving himself one more silent lecture to be brave. Though he was not religious, he called upon the spirit of his grandfather anyway. He could use the lion hunter’s bravery. He led Bethanie across the street and opened the door of Madame Renauld’s. A large man stood nearby. He gave the two a look then went back to scowling at the shop in general. Chibale had seen Madame Renauld’s bully boys before. They were employed to keep thieves and ruffians away. Chibale had read in the papers of groups of boys who swarmed shops and, while the dressmakers tried to shoo them out, grabbed handfuls of the fine fabrics on display. But just as the bully boy—er, bully man—moved away, Chibale was startled by a fluttering of feathers. A large, brightly colored bird looked down at him from a perch. The bird cocked its red head and said, “Would you like to see the fine lace? Fine lace!”

Bethanie smiled and clapped. “Oh, I forgot about the beautiful parrot!”

Chibale could have sworn the bird preened. “Hello!” it said.

“What is your name?” Bethanie asked.

“What is your name?” the bird repeated.

“Bethanie,” she replied.

“Fine lace!” the bird said.

Bethanie looked at Chibale. “Do you think his name is Fine Lace?”

“Her name is Bleuette,” a pretty woman with light brown skin said, coming forward. “And she will talk to you all day, Miss Okoro.”

“How extraordinary!” Bethanie said.

Chibale found talking birds more disconcerting than extraordinary.

“She is,” Miss Phaedra agreed. “You are right on time. And hello to you, Mr. Okoro.”

Chibale nodded. “Miss Phaedra, good to see you again. My sister is here to see her dress. Is it ready?”

“Of course! Madame Renauld is upstairs making the final alterations as we speak. I will take you to the dressing room. And you, Mr. Okoro, we have a private parlor where you may wait.” The bell above the door tinkled as a well-dressed woman entered, and Miss Phaedra turned and signaled to another woman, who came out and greeted the lady. But not before Bleuette asked if the woman would like to see the fine lace.

“This way, please.”

Chibale and Bethanie followed Miss Phaedra up an enclosed winding flight of stairs to the first floor of the shop. The ground floor was clean but a bit cluttered with goods to tempt the shop’s customers. But the parlor he was led into was quiet and dim with no sign of clutter. Or talking birds. The room was cool and dark, the heavy draperies pulled almost all the way closed. A couch had been positioned behind a raised platform and was flanked by a grouping of chairs. In the back was a table and a door to a dressing area.

Chibale’s breath caught in his throat as he finally spotted Madame Renauld. She stood by the table with a small smile on her face. “Mees Okoro,” she said, coming forward. She had the loveliest French accent Chibale had ever heard. When he spoke, the sounds of London punctuated every word. When she spoke, he could almost see the Seine and the stained-glass windows of Notre Dame. “We have anxiously awaited your arrival. Thees dress ees a masterpiece, if I do say so myself. I know you will be pleased.”

Bethanie clasped her hands and beamed. Chibale felt almost guilty. He hadn’t thought how much pleasure such a fine dress would bring his sister. He had only been looking for an excuse to see the modiste. He made to follow his sister toward the room behind the table, but Madame Renauld raised a hand.

“Monsieur will wait in here.” And with that, she followed Bethanie into the dressing room and closed the door.

“Would you like coffee or tea?” a blond woman asked. Chibale had not even noticed her.

“No, thank you,” he said.

“Something stronger then?” She gestured to several crystal decanters Chibale assumed held brandy and sherry and such. He could have used liquid courage right now, but he declined the offer. Then the blond too went through the door, and he was left alone. He did not know how long he paced the room. It was probably ten minutes, no more, but when the door opened again, he turned eagerly, expecting to see his sister. Instead, Madame Renauld emerged.
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