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        London, April 1816

      

      

      Sharp as a whip-crack, a shot echoed through the mists in Hanover Square.

      The mob in the square boiled apart, flinging sticks and pieces of brick as they fled the line of cavalrymen who’d entered the far side of the square. I hugged a rain-soaked wall as people poured past me, bumping and shoving in their panic as though I weren’t six feet tall and plenty solid.

      The square and the streets that led to it had been bottled with traffic all afternoon: carts, carriages, horses, wagons, and those on foot who’d been running errands or passing through, as well as street vendors crying their wares. The mob had stopped traffic in all directions, trapping inside the square those now desperate to get out. They scrambled to get away from the cavalry and their deadly guns, and bystanders scrambled to flee the mob.

      I scraped my way along the wall, rough stone tearing my cheap gloves, going against the stream of bodies that tried to carry me along. Inside the square, in the eye of the storm, the cavalrymen waited, the blues and reds and canary yellows of their uniforms stark against the fog.

      The man who stood in their gun sights had led the mob the better part of the afternoon: shouting, cursing, flinging stones and pieces of brick at the unfortunate house that was number 22, Hanover Square. Now he faced the cavalrymen, his back straight, his gray hair dark with rain.

      I recognized the lieutenant in charge, Lord Arthur Gale of the Twenty-Fourth Light Dragoons. A few years before, on a Portuguese battlefield, I’d dragged young Gale out from under a dead horse and sent him on his way. That incident, however, had not formed any camaraderie between us. Gale was the son of a marquis and already a social success, and I, the only son of an impoverished gentleman, mattered little to the Gale family.

      I did not trust Gale’s judgment one whit. He had once led a charge so hard that he’d broken through a solid line of French infantry but then found himself and his men behind enemy lines and too winded to get back. Gale had been one of the few who’d returned from that charge, leaving most of the others, horses and men alike, dead.

      “Gentlemen,” the old man said to the cavalrymen. “I thank you for coming. We must have him out. He must pay for what he’s done.”

      He pointed at the house—number 22, ground-floor windows smashed, front door’s black paint gouged.

      Gale sneered down at him. “Get along, man, or we’ll take you to a magistrate.”

      “Not I, gentlemen. He should face justice. Take him from his house. Bring him out to me. I beg of you.”

      I studied the house in some surprise. Any man who could afford to own, or lease, a house in Hanover Square must be wealthy and powerful. I assumed he was some peer in the House of Lords, or at least a rich MP, who had proposed some unpopular bill or movement, inspiring a riot against him. The rising price of bread, as well as the horde of soldiers pouring back into England after Waterloo, had created a smoldering rage in those who suddenly found themselves with nothing. The anger flared every now and then into a riot. It was not difficult these days to turn a crowd into a violent mob in the space of an instant.

      I had no idea who lived in number 22 or what were his political leanings. I had simply been trying to pass through Hanover Square on my way to Brook Street, deeper into Mayfair. But the elderly man’s quiet despair and incongruous air of respectability drew me to him. I always, Louisa Brandon had once told me, had a soft spot for the desperate.

      Gale’s eyes were dark and hard. “If you do not move along, I will have to arrest you for breach of the King’s peace.”

      “Breach of the King’s peace?” the man shouted. “When a man sins against another, is that not a breach of the King’s peace? Shall we let them take our daughters while we weep? Shall I let him sit in his fine house while mine is ruined with grief?”

      Gale made a sharp gesture to the cavalryman next to him. The man obediently dismounted and strode toward the gray-haired rioter.

      The older man watched him come with more astonishment than fear. “Is it justice that I pay for his sins?”

      “I advise you to go home, sir,” Gale repeated.

      “No, I tell you, you must have him out! He must face you and confess what he’s done.”

      His desperation reached me as white mists moved to swallow the scene. The blue and red of the cavalry uniforms, the black of the man’s suit, the bays and browns of the horses began to dull against the smudge of white.

      “What has he done?” I asked.

      The man swung around. Strands of hair matted to his face, and thin lines of dried blood caked his skin as though he’d scratched himself in his fury. “You would listen to me? You would help me?”

      “Get out of it, Captain,” Gale said, his mouth a grim line.

      I regretted speaking, unsure I wanted to engage myself in what might be a political affair, but the man’s anger and despair seemed more than mob fury over the price of food. Gale would no doubt arrest him and drag him off to wait in a cold cell for the magistrate’s pleasure. Perhaps one person should hear him speak.

      “What has the man in number 22 done to you?” I repeated.

      The old man took a step toward me, eyes burning. “He has sinned. He has stolen from me the most precious thing I own. He has killed me!”

      I watched madness well up in his eyes. With a fierce cry, he turned and launched himself at the door of number 22.
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      I’d heard such a cry of despair once before, in Portugal during the Peninsular campaign, when a corporal had watched his best friend—some said his lover—be gunned down by a French soldier. He’d hurled himself, with that same cry, at the Frenchman, and had fallen onto his friend’s body with the Frenchman’s bayonet piercing him. I’d shot the Frenchman who’d killed them both.

      The battlefield receded and Hanover Square came back into focus. The young cavalryman next to me stepped back, brought up his pistol, and fired it straight into the gray-haired man’s back.

      The man jerked as the ball penetrated him, and blood blackened his coat. With another cry of anger and misery, he fell slowly to his knees.

      I caught him as he collapsed. Blood coated his rain-soaked worsted suit, and his eyes were wide, bewildered. I lowered him gently to the cobbles then glared up at the cavalryman. “What the devil did you do that for?”

      The officer was young. His face was round and babyish, his eyes as gray as the clouded sky. His insignia told me he held the rank of cornet, the cavalry’s version of ensign, and his eyes told me he’d never seen battle, or a French soldier, or death.

      His fine nose pinched. “He is a madman. Railing at his betters.”

      The old man still breathed. The stones beneath him were slick with that afternoon’s rain and filthy with mud and horse droppings, ground in by the wheels of carts and carriages. I pulled my coat from my shoulders, wadded it, and slid it under the man’s head.

      His coat, now ruined, had been well made, if it was a bit out of date, and a tear on his sleeve had been carefully mended. Beneath blood and mud, his gloves were whole and finer than mine. The dark gold rim of a watch peeped from his waistcoat pocket.

      “He’s not working class,” I said. “A clerk or a Cit, possibly a solicitor’s or banker’s assistant. A man used to soft work.”

      Leather creaked as Gale dismounted. He moved to stand next to his cornet, and studied me in dislike. “Weddington, this is Captain Lacey. Of the Thirty-Fifth Light. Self-appointed expert on all mankind.”

      “Indeed, sir?”

      “Indeed. He is ever fascinated by who a man is and why he does what he does.”

      I ignored him. Gale had never forgiven me, a mere nobody, for saving his life.

      “Who lives here?” I asked, gesturing at number 22.

      The house was no different from the others in the square—fine, modern, elegant, large. Two large multipaned windows, now broken, sat to the right of the door, and two more rows of windows marched across the first and top stories. Doric columns flanked the door, and arches above the windows relieved the plain façade. The number “22” hung on one of the columns. The door, painted black, sported a shining brass knocker, an indication that the family within was in residence. If they’d chosen to spend this spring elsewhere, the door would have been bare.

      A curtain moved in the upper floor of the house next door, but number 22’s windows remained tightly muffled.

      “Damned if I know,” Gale growled. “My commander told me he’d had a personal complaint about a disturbance in Hanover Square, and would I see to it? ‘Yes, sir’ was all I thought to say. I obey orders.”

      I hid my wince by straightening the dying man’s coat, but old pain rose, fast and bitter. I wondered briefly if Gale were taunting me, but dismissed it. He could not know. We’d said nothing. That had been the agreement.

      The gray-haired man began to shiver, and his eyes shifted back and forth beneath his waxen eyelids. “He’ll die if we do not help him,” I said.

      “He’ll die in Newgate then,” Gale offered.

      I looked at number 22. “We can take him in there.”

      “To the house he’s been chucking bricks at? Find a cart and drag him out of here if you must.”

      My white-hot temper began to rise, and I briefly regretted not shoving Lieutenant Lord Arthur Gale back under that horse in Portugal. The dying man meant less to these fine gentlemen of the Twenty-Fourth than a trampled insect.

      I got to my feet. I would take the man home. As an officer on half-pay, with no private income, I struggled to make ends meet, and this perhaps gave me more affinity with my poorer neighbors. Let Gale return home to receive his evening port on a silver tray. This man had no one to help him.

      Another cry filled the air as a woman pushed through the edges of the now curious crowd and stumbled toward us. She was elderly too, with long gray hair escaping from her cap, her eyes as wide and wild as the dying man’s. “Charles,” she cried. “Husband.”

      Her basket fell from her arm, and fruit and paper parcels skittered across the wet cobbles.

      The cornet started for her. I put a heavy hand on his arm, and he swung around, eyes lit with anger.

      “Let it go,” Gale ordered. “Mount up.”

      The cornet and I shared another glance of hostility before I finally released him. He turned from me, rubbing his wrist.

      He caught his horse and climbed into the saddle, his movements angry. At a signal from Gale, the cavalrymen wheeled as one and trotted out of the square, leaving me alone with the dying man and his wife.
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      I persuaded a good-natured drover to take them home. He didn’t want to, having a load to meet near Hampstead, but I promised him a crown for his trouble. We made our unknown gentleman as comfortable as possible in the bed of the wagon, and his wife crawled in beside him. She neither looked at us nor thanked us, but merely crouched beside her husband, holding his hand as if she could pour her own life into his waning body. I had a devil of a time getting a direction from her, but finally she mumbled the name of a lane, which the drover recognized as one near the Strand.

      I gathered up her basket. The fruit in it was rotten, as if she’d carried it with her for days. I threw away the fruit and unwrapped the parcels. Each contained lace, a fine skein of it, each identical to the others. I put them back into the basket and tucked it beside her. She scarce seemed to notice.

      I accompanied them. My purpose in Mayfair that afternoon had been an appointment with the wife of my former commander, at their Brook Street house, but I was just as happy to climb into the cart and let it take me in the opposite direction.

      Louisa would be annoyed when I sent my regrets, but I welcomed the chance to avoid the meeting. I had a feeling I knew what she wanted to speak to me about, and I wanted nothing to do with it. Also, her husband might be home, the man who had once been my mentor and closer to me than a brother. That same man had ended my career and very nearly my life.

      The drover made his slow way through the traffic, still bottled, to Swallow Street, a narrow artery south. Plans were underway to widen this street into an elegant thoroughfare so that the Prince Regent would be able to travel a more or less direct route from a park that would be built north of Oxford Street to his opulent Carlton House just below Pall Mall. There the Prince, who’d been Regent for five years now, dwelled in splendor, while his father, King George, slowly lived through his madness in his padded rooms in Windsor. The rest of us used Swallow Street simply to leave graceful Mayfair for the darker regions of London.

      The fog lowered. By the time we reached Haymarket, the rain had ceased, but the blanket of mist enveloped us. I held the man steadily against the bumps of the cobbles and the sway of the wagon. His wife sat, staring at nothing. Farther south, in Charing Cross, a street puppet theater had attracted a fair number of watchers, who, despite the darkening, chill weather, cheered or booed with enthusiasm.

      The drover turned his cart into a small lane that opened from the Strand. The lane was narrow and dark, rather like the one in which I had lodgings, but the tall houses crowded here were painfully neat and respectable. The drover found the house and stopped his wagon before it.

      I had to pry the woman’s hand from her husband’s and lift her to the pavement. The drover watched me, pity in his eyes. “Poor sods. ’Ow’d they get all the way to ’Anover Square?”

      The same question had occurred to me.

      The door of the house burst open, and a thin woman in maid’s garb dashed out. “Madam? What has happened?”

      “Help me with her,” I said.

      The maid’s eyes flicked from the woman to the old man in the cart, and her already white face paled. “God above. Where did you find them?”

      “Hanover Square,” I said.

      The dismay in her eyes told me that my words did not surprise her, that she’d been expecting something like this. The gray-haired woman turned instantly from me and flung her arms about the maid’s waist, as though sensing she’d found someone stronger to pass her burden to.

      “Did Mr. Horne shoot him?” the maid asked.

      The question surprised me, but the drover interrupted before I could ask what she meant.

      “What about ’im, guv?” The drover jerked his thumb at the wagon. The maid turned away without waiting for me to answer and led the clinging old woman into the house.

      “Can you lift him?” I asked the drover.

      “Aye, I’ve carried ’eavier loads than ’im, man and boy.”

      The house opened right onto the street. I followed the drover, who carried the old man, through the open door into the dim hall of a small, but respectable house. The faded wallpaper was clean and uncreased, and competent, if unimaginative, landscape paintings dotted it. At the end of the narrow hall, a staircase rose to the upper floors. The banisters were free of dust, the runner straight and clean. The sconces on the landing held unlit candles, half-burned.

      The maid reappeared as we stepped onto the first floor, and led us to a small front bedroom. The drover deposited his burden on the bed there and returned to me in the hall.

      “’E’s not long for this world, poor sod,” he said. “Now, then, guv, I’m off to ’Ampstead.”

      He didn’t exactly hold out his hand, but I took a crown from my pocket and dropped it into his calloused palm. I could ill spare it, but he had gone out of his way when he had no reason to.

      The drover touched his forelock and departed, finished with the business.

      I returned to the small, neat bedroom. The old man, barely alive, lay face up on the bed. The maid, her hands visibly shaking, was peeling his ruined waistcoat from him.

      The ball had torn a heavy gash through his middle. Bone, white and obscene, poked through the hole, and his chest rose and fell with his shallow, rasping breaths. But I knew enough about gunshot wounds to know that this one was clean. The bullet had passed clear through him.

      “He needs a surgeon,” I said.

      The maid answered without looking up. “We can’t afford the likes of that.”

      I removed my coat. “Get a basin of water and plenty of cloths. Are you willing to help?”

      “Help what, sir?”

      “Patch him up if nothing else. That’s all a surgeon could do. He may live if the wound doesn’t sicken.”

      She stared at me. “Are you a doctor?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve bandaged plenty of wounds. Including my own.”

      The maid was brave. She brought the basin and a pile of towels and stayed for the whole messy business. Alice, she said her name was, and she’d been doing for the master and mistress—Mr. and Mrs. Thornton—for twenty years. She steadied the basin and handed me towels and held Mr. Thornton to the bed when I came to the tricky business of cleaning the wound.

      In the heat of Spain and Portugal, during the war against Napoleon Bonaparte, which had ended only the year before, surgeons had used water to clean wounds when they could no longer obtain healing concoctions. They continued to use water when they discovered that wounds cleansed with it tended to heal more swiftly than those smeared with ointment. I put that theory to the test now, sensing that these people could not afford ointment from an apothecary in any case.

      I wrapped his torso in bandages, and Alice bathed him. The room had gone dark, and I lit a lone candle. Mr. Thornton had fallen into a stupor and lay still, but his breathing continued—smooth, clean breathing, with no bubbles of blood.

      “Do you have laudanum?” I asked.

      She nodded. “A little. I’ve given the mistress a few drops.”

      “Give him some when he wakes. He should stay utterly still for some days.”

      “I’ll look after him, sir. I always do.”

      I wiped my hands and lowered myself to a hard chair, sighing in relief as I removed the weight from my injured leg. “Who is Mr. Horne?” I asked.

      Alice spun around, cloths dripping watery crimson onto the bed cover. “I beg your pardon, sir?”

      “The first thing you asked when you saw your master was whether Mr. Horne had shot him. Does he live in number 22, Hanover Square?”

      She swallowed and looked away, and I thought she was not going to answer me. Finally she lifted her head and met my gaze, her intelligent eyes keen and clear.

      “He has committed an unspeakable crime, sir,” she said. “A horrible thing, worse than murder. And I’d give anything, anything in the world, to watch him swing for it.”
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      At eight that evening, I reached Hanover Square again and made for number 22.

      I’d retraced my route via a hired hackney from the Strand, and as I’d neared the elite environs of Mayfair, carriages, horses, and dwellings had become more and more elegant. Sturdy cart horses gave way to elegant, well-matched, fine-blooded teams pulling closed carriages painted anything from modest dark brown to bright yellow. A gentleman passed in his cabriolet, his white-swathed neck stiff with pride at his two-wheeled rig and the high-stepping horse pulling it. A small boy in livery, known as a tiger, clung to the perch in the back.

      I’d sent a message to Louisa Brandon earlier, giving her my apologies for missing my appointment that afternoon. She’d demand an explanation when I saw her again, and I’d give her one in due time.

      Someone had nailed boards over the ground floor windows of number 22, and the door still sported scars from rocks the mob had flung. Otherwise, the house was still, as calm as if the rioting had never taken place. The railings flanking the stairs to the kitchens remained whole and upright, the columns to either side of the front door were unblemished. The cobbles onto which Mr. Thornton had fallen had been trampled by horses and carriages and foot traffic, his blood already erased.

      Despite the afternoon’s excitement, number 22 was an ordinary house, no different from its neighbors to either side. But I had come to pry out its secrets.

      I stepped up to the scarred door and plied the knocker. In a few moments, an elderly retainer with a hook nose opened the door and peered out.

      “I would like to see Mr. Horne, if he’s in,” I said.

      The door closed to a sliver. “We are much indisposed at present, sir.”

      “I know. I saw what happened to your windows.” I thrust my card through the crack. “Give him this. I’ll wait.”

      The retainer lifted the card to his rheumy eyes, studied it carefully, and opened the door a little wider.

      “I will inquire, sir. Please follow me.”

      He let me inside, ushered me to a high-ceilinged reception room at the back of the house, and left me there.

      I looked about after he’d departed and decided it a pity that the windows hadn’t been smashed in this room as well—it would have made an improvement. The chamber was decorated in garish crimson, gold, and green in the faux Egyptian style, with divans, chairs, and ottomans upholstered with cheap fabric meant to look like brocade. The gilded frieze that marched around the top of the walls had been sloppily done, and depicted nude Egyptian maidens adoring fortunate, and well-endowed, Egyptian males. Under these scenes of debauchery hung incongruous landscapes painted by someone attempting—and failing—to imitate Turner.

      I paced beneath these bad paintings trying to decide what I would say to Horne if he agreed to see me. He didn’t know me, I had no appointment, and we’d never been introduced. He could very well have the butler toss me out again, and my errand would be for naught.

      But I’d been driven here as sure as January wind drives the snow, because the maid Alice had told me about Jane Thornton.

      Jane was the Thorntons’ daughter, an ordinary girl of seventeen: pretty, quiet-spoken, dreaming of a husband and family of her own. Sometimes Jane would visit a young lady in Mayfair, daughter of a family called Carstairs. The young lady would frequently send her father’s carriage for her poorer friend so that the two could enjoy a visit or an outing. One day Jane and her maid, Aimee, had set off to meet the young lady for an afternoon of shopping. They’d never arrived. When the carriage reached the young lady’s home, Jane and her maid had not been in it.

      The coachman had professed shock and astonishment and appeared as baffled as anyone else. Traffic in London streets often slowed to a crawl or halted completely; the two girls could have descended at any time without the coachman’s knowledge. But for what reason? It made no sense for a girl to leap from a carriage into the perilous streets of London instead of allowing herself to be safely taken to the home of her friend. A search was made, but Jane and Aimee had never been found.

      And then, weeks later, Alice had been walking with Mr. Thornton along the Strand, nearing St. Martin in the Fields church. A carriage had passed them, and its window had framed the face of Jane Thornton.

      She had not called out, she had not waved, she’d only gazed at them sadly before another hand had pulled the curtain closed, hiding her from view. Alice and Mr. Thornton had pursued the carriage, with difficulty, all the way to Hanover Square, where it had stopped before number 22.

      But when Mr. Thornton had thumped on the door and demanded admittance, the household had denied that Jane was there. Mr. Horne, the widower who occupied the house, even offered to let Thornton search the house for his daughter. Mr. Thornton had looked, but Jane was not to be found. He’d grown confused, his grief overcoming him, and Alice had taken him home.

      Alice still believed Jane was at number 22. This morning, Mr. Thornton had persuaded Alice that he would take Mrs. Thornton shopping. Mrs. Thornton had convinced herself that Jane was away buying clothes, and she took refuge in shopping for her return. Mr. Thornton must have left her in Oxford Street and made his way to Hanover Square. He’d returned there a few times before, the Watch dragging him home again. He’d promised Alice after the last incident that he would not go again.

      And so, here I was.

      The story had awakened in me a dangerous anger, one that had led me to trouble countless times in my past. I had served as a light dragoon for the entire Peninsular campaign, from the time we’d landed in Portugal in 1808 to France’s retreat in 1814. I’d felt no anger against the French in general; they were soldiers performing their duties, much as I was. Their infantry did their best to shoot me, their artillery did their best to destroy my men, and their cavalry charged us, sabers drawn, but that was all part of the great game of war.

      No, what commonly enraged me beyond reason were the things others might consider small: the subaltern who’d beaten a prostitute nearly to death; my own soldiers committing horrific acts after the siege of Ciudad Rodrigo; and a toad-like colonel who’d made improper and unwelcome advances to Louisa Brandon, my commander’s wife. I’d relieved my temper in the first two incidents by ordering floggings, the last, by calling out the colonel in question.

      Dueling had been punishable by death in the army, but I’d cheerfully risked my career and my very life meeting the colonel at dawn in the company of my seconds. The duel was never completed, because the colonel had turned coward and begged pardon at the last minute. Louisa had been furious with me. Brandon, who’d been absent at the time, had scolded me for my impetuousness, all the while giving me looks of mixed envy and admiration. I hadn’t known then about the anger smoldering deep within him. The fact that I, rather than he, had defended the honor of his wife had grated on him for a very long time. It still did.

      The sitting room door opened and a maid rustled in. She stopped short and stared at me. Wisps of mouse brown hair stuck out from under her mobcap, and her eyes were small and dark.

      “Who are you?” she blurted.

      I found her rudeness irritating, but perhaps Mr. Horne had sent her down to query me, since I’d arrived without invitation, a similar act of rudeness.

      “Captain Gabriel Lacey,” I said. “Here to see Mr. Horne.”

      She moved close to me. “You’ve come from Mr. Denis, then?”

      Before I could decide how to answer this, she stood on tiptoe and put her lips to my ear. “It’s all right. Safer this way, ain’t it? I know all about it. But I don’t say nothing.”

      Her breath smelled of onions. She took a step back and looked at me expectantly.

      Questions welled up inside me, beginning with who the devil was Mr. Denis, but the old retainer returned before I could speak.

      “Grace,” he snapped. “Get off to the kitchens, girl.”

      Grace flashed a look at me then scurried from the room.

      The butler became correct again. “I beg your pardon, sir. Mr. Horne has said he will speak with you. Please follow me.”

      I thanked him and obeyed, slightly surprised that Mr. Horne had agreed to see me at all.

      When we emerged into the hall, Grace had disappeared. The retainer led me to the back of the house and up stairs that folded alongside the reception room. More dreary paintings adorned the garish wallpaper. I tried not to look at them as the butler led me to the first floor and down a short passage.

      He opened a door into a study. The yellow carpet was the only cheerful note in this room; the furniture seemed haphazardly arranged, and was mismatched. A mahogany kneehole desk stood near a window, and a chaise longue had been placed before the fireplace. A wardrobe stood, incongruous and alone, against a wall, and a satinwood table with tapered legs reposed near the door. The wallpaper bore only one painting, this one of yet another wretched landscape.

      Mr. Horne rose from behind the desk and came to me with hand extended. He was about six inches shorter than I was and possibly a decade past my own age. Gray streaked his black hair and lines creased the corners of his eyes. His nose was small and sharp, his mouth wide like a woman’s. Whatever muscle he’d ever possessed had gone to fat, though he was soft and fleshy rather than stout. He had a double chin just hidden by the stock that covered his neck.

      He shook my hand, his palm slightly moist. “How do you do, Captain? I have heard of you. You are a friend of Mr. Grenville’s.”

      He spoke the name with relish, and I realized now why he’d admitted me. Society had discovered this spring that Lucius Grenville had befriended me. Grenville was their darling. The man had traveled the world, he was the confidant of royalty, and he possessed exquisite taste in art, wine, food, horses, architecture, and women. He was much imitated; his acquaintance, much sought. A hostess had only to say “I’ve got Grenville,” and her gathering was certain to be a success.

      Why Grenville had decided to take up my acquaintance, I did not yet understand. He was not much younger than I, but he exhibited an exuberance for life that twenty years of campaigning had drained from me. Because of him, I now received invitations to sought-after gatherings and had been placed on the guest lists of prominent hostesses. I knew the beau monde wanted only to assess me and wonder why Grenville had decided to so honor me, but I sometimes enjoyed the outings even so.

      “I have his acquaintance, yes,” I answered neutrally.

      “It must be all to your advantage, I imagine.”

      I did not like Horne’s wispy voice, his taste in art, and his implication, but I said, “Indeed.”

      His eyes almost twinkled. “Well, what can I do for you, sir, that your connection with Mr. Grenville cannot?”

      I thought about the maid I’d met downstairs. “Mr. Denis,” I hazarded.

      He stopped twinkling. He hesitated a long time, as if deciding whether to admit recognizing the name, then he nodded. “Of course. Of course. I understand completely. Let us sit and discuss it.”

      He led me to the two chairs near the fireplace. He rang for the butler, who eventually wandered in with a bowl of punch—warmed port, sugar, water, and lemon—filled glasses for us both, then departed.

      I sipped from my glass and tried not to make a face. I didn’t like the sweet addition, and the sugar couldn’t hide the fact that the port was cheap. I reasoned that Horne must have money, because only a man of wealth could afford to reside in a house in Hanover Square, but whatever he spent his money on, it was not drink or art or interior decoration.

      “So you are interested in Mr. Denis,” he said once we’d made the obligatory remarks about the weather, the state of London streets, and Princess Charlotte’s upcoming wedding to Leopold of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld. “Why did you think to come to me?”

      I shrugged. “I took a chance.”

      He chuckled, his chins bouncing against his neckpiece. “Well, well. Excellent for you that you did. If you were not vouched for by Grenville, you know, I would not speak of it. But Grenville knows all about it, doesn’t he? He is, as are you and I, a connoisseur.”

      I hid my distaste, amazed that this man put himself in the same sphere as the refined Grenville.

      “What is your interest, eh, Lacey? Wine? artwork? or something, shall we say, softer?”

      I swallowed bile. If Jane Thornton had spent five minutes with this man, I would throttle him.

      I took another sip of the disgusting punch. “Young women, you mean?”

      His eyes widened. “Devil a bit, but you’re blunt, Captain. I suppose it is the army in you. Do not be blunt with Denis. He will throw you out on your ear.”

      I waited, letting him watch me. “But he can help me?”

      “Oh, I believe he can. I believe he can.”

      So who was this Denis, I wondered. A procurer? Was he responsible for abducting Jane Thornton? Any decent gentleman would have shown me the door had I asked the question I did. But Horne sat smirking and bridling, and my temper boiled to the breaking point. I toyed with the idea of removing my sword from my walking stick and running him through then and there. Perhaps that would erase his smirk.

      I willed myself to cool. I had no proof that he had Jane Thornton, not yet. But if I found it, if I found Miss Thornton in his power, I would break him.

      I cleared my throat. “When?”

      “I will have to write him, make an appointment, convince him to see you. He does not see just anyone, you know. Mr. Grenville’s name should speed things along.”

      I shook my head. “Do not mention Grenville. I do not want to presume.” I imagined myself having to explain to Grenville why I’d used his name to gain an appointment with a procurer. I had no right to presume upon his patronage, nor did I want to drag him into something without his knowledge.

      Horne looked disappointed. “Very well, but it might take longer. Though my vouching for you will help. Give me your direction, and I will write to you.”

      I told him to send missives to the bakery beneath my rooms in Covent Garden. It was definitely not a fashionable address, but he did not blink.

      Horne took a sip of punch, which left a red line around his lips. “You were wise to come to me. If you’d gone to Mr. Denis with your blunt ways, you would have come away the loser. He wants a delicate touch, does Mr. Denis. Who directed you to me, anyway? Was it Grenville?”

      I looked him in the eye. “Jane Thornton,” I said.

      The words dropped into the room like bullets into a barrel.

      Horne stared at me blankly. “Who?”

      “You do not know her?”

      “Never heard of her. Did she send you to me?”

      I sat back, doubt creeping into my anger. “There was rioting today in the square. Your front windows were broken.”

      “Indeed, yes. We were in much confusion here.”

      “The riot was directed at you.”

      Horne raised his brows. “Do you think so? Nonsense, it could not have been personal. My political opinions are far from radical. No, it was some lunatic escaped from Bedlam stirring the crowd. My life, alas, has not been very exciting.”

      “You did not know the gentleman?”

      “Should I have? What are you on about?”

      He seemed puzzled, in truth. My fury abated enough for me to assess my position. I realized I had only the word of the maid, Alice, as to Horne’s involvement in Jane’s abduction. Though Horne had already irritated me in every way possible, I knew I must go carefully. A man who lived in Hanover Square would have the wherewithal to bring suit against me for slander, which could ruin me completely and not help the Thorntons one bit.

      “I am on about nothing,” I said. “Merely making conversation. As you observed, I am not skilled at it.”

      Horne laughed again. “Indeed, you are not. Perhaps you should cultivate Mr. Grenville’s acquaintance more thoroughly, Captain. He sets an excellent example in manners.”
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        * * *

      

      I went home by way of another hackney. To a captain on half-pay, the shilling-a-mile fare was dear, but rain had begun to pelt down in earnest again, and I knew I’d never make it on foot without much pain.

      The driver dropped me at the top of Grimpen Lane, a tiny cul-de-sac that opened from Russel Street near Covent Garden square and paralleled Bow Street. My landlady, Mrs. Beltan, who let rooms in the narrow house to me and another tenant, kept a bake shop on the ground floor. Passersby willingly made the trip to the tiny court for her yeasty breads, which went down well with a jar of ale.

      At this hour, the bake shop was shut, and the windows above it were dark. The second floor was let to an actress, the pretty Marianne Simmons, who, between roles, sometimes paraded about the Covent Garden or Drury Lane theatres, looking for a protector for a fortnight or two. But she was discreet, and I rarely saw the gentlemen who took her up.

      The house had been grand a century ago, with a high-ceilinged staircase that ascended one side of the house. The staircase walls had been painted with a mural of a lush landscape that rose to a soft sweep of blue overhead. Painted clouds and slightly out-of-proportion birds dotted it. Years and grime had faded the painting, and only bits of the landscape protruded through the haze, so that candlelight fell on the branch of a tree here, a shepherdess in charming yellow there.

      Tonight, I did not bother to light a candle. I groped my way up in the dark, one hand on the cool wall, the other on my walking stick. I lived on the first floor, one story above the ground floor. The rooms, one in front and one behind, had once been the house’s drawing room and grand bedchamber, and the ceilings were high, a drawback in the cold of winter. Plaster arches, once carved to resemble vines twisting around pillars, crumbled a little more each day. Bits of plaster were apt to float down and land in my coffee.

      When I opened the door to the front room, I found a single candle glowing there, and to my surprise, Louisa Brandon sat in my armchair.
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      We stared at each other for the space of a moment, then I closed the door and stripped off my gloves.

      “Did you not receive my message?” I asked.

      She rose to her feet in a rustle of silk. “I did. But I wanted to see you.”

      I came to her, and she raised her cheek for a kiss. Her light perfume touched me as I pressed my lips to her smooth skin.

      I wanted to grow angry at her for presuming to seek me out, but I could not. I always felt a lightening of the heart in the presence of Louisa Brandon, despite what was between her husband and myself, and after the events of this day, my heart needed soothing.

      I released her hands. She’d stirred the fire, but it burned feebly, so I knelt and shoveled more precious coal into the grate. “Does your husband know you’re here?” I asked as I worked.

      “He knows I have gone to the opera.”

      I gave the fire a cynical poke. “In other words, he knows you are here.”

      Louisa resumed her seat with a graceful sweep of skirt. “Aloysius does not keep me, Gabriel.”

      I rose from the fireplace and tried to speak lightly. “I will send for coffee if you want it, but I do not guarantee you will like it. I suspect the landlady at the Gull brews it from old boots.”

      “I did not come for coffee,” she said. “I came to talk to you.”

      I did not answer. I knew why she’d come.

      Nineteen years before, my mentor and greatest friend, Aloysius Brandon, then a captain, had introduced me to his bride. She’d been a fresh-faced girl of twenty-one, with white blond hair and eyes of gray. Her hair was still as yellow and her eyes still as clear, but her face bore lines of grief, etched there by the loss of her three children, none of whom had lived past their first year.

      My own dark hair had threads of gray in it, and my own face held lines of pain. Louisa had been there for every single one of them.

      I rested my arm on the crumbling mantel and let the fire’s warmth ease the ache in my leg. I waited for her to begin, but she only watched me, while rain beat against the windows like grains of sand.

      “I have had a trying afternoon, Louisa. I know you’ve come to reason me into accepting your husband’s apology, but don’t bother. I’m not yet ready.”

      “He wants to see you.”

      “The hell he does,” I said.

      “He wants everything the way it was before. He’s told me.”

      Something tightened in my chest. “Well, it cannot be. I’ve lost my trust in him and he in me. We will never look at each other the same way again.”

      “You agreed to at least make a pretense.”

      “I agreed to too damn many things. Look at me, Louisa. My career was the only thing in my life I had done right, and now I do not even have that.”

      “He wants to help.”

      My jaw hardened. Brandon had offered his charity a few times since we’d returned to London, but the look on his face when he’d done so had enraged me further. “I’ll not take help from your husband.”

      “You loved him once,” Louisa said.

      A piece of coal broke and slithered to the hearth. “I have changed. And he has done things that are unforgivable. You know that.”

      Louisa would try, I knew, for the rest of her life to reconcile us. But I had made a devil’s bargain with Brandon to keep our mutual shame hidden, to quietly leave the army and say nothing. I’d taken half-pay so that I could have at least a meager income, but I doubted I’d ever take up my commission again. With the end of the war and so many officers redundant, few regiments would be interested in a fortyish, wounded captain. And so here I was, washed up on London’s uncaring shores, a commander with no one left to command.

      “Did you soil your slippers in Grimpen Lane tonight to tell me this?” I asked after a time. “You ought to have spared yourself the journey.”

      She spread her hands but gave me a smile. “I had to try. And my slippers are in a box in my carriage.”

      “Which I did not see outside. I refuse to believe your devoted coachman dropped you at the end of the lane and bolted for Brook Street. What are you up to?”

      “If you’d seen my carriage and known I was here, you might have gone away until I gave up and went home.”

      “I might have, yes.”

      She looked at me. “I ought to have known you wouldn’t come to the house. I have the devil of a time seeing you in private these days.”

      “Can you wonder why?”

      “I know why, Gabriel. I just wish you wouldn’t.”

      We shared a long look. Firelight touched her sleek hair, golden as sunshine. Her nose was slightly crooked, a fact I’d noticed the moment I’d met her.

      I relented. “Forgive my temper, Louisa. As I said, I had a foul afternoon.”

      “You’ve not told me what happened to keep you from our appointment. I assumed you’d decided not to come.”

      I ran my hand though my hair, noting that it was growing long again. I needed to crop it. “It was too complex to explain in a note,” I said.

      “Then explain now, if you please. Are you all right?”

      I sat on the room’s remaining chair and rested my elbows on my knees. I had thought to spare her the sordid details of Thornton’s shooting and Horne’s household, but I would welcome Louisa’s clarity of reason. So I told her. All of it.

      I realized, as I related the tale, how little I’d truly learned from Horne. I’d discovered the existence of Mr. Denis, a man to whom one went when one wanted artwork or women, but I’d discovered little else. I could have demanded to search the house, but it had done Jane’s father little good. The possibility also existed that Alice and Mr. Thornton had mistaken the house. Jane could have gone into number 23 or number 21, or to a house on a different side of the square altogether.

      I wanted Horne to be guilty, I guessed, because I’d disliked him. But I had no more proof than Thornton had—only the evidence of an obscene faux-Egyptian frieze and a feeling in my bones.

      Louisa’s eyes glinted in outrage. “Lieutenant Gale ordered the poor man shot?”

      “I don’t know if he gave the order. The cornet who did it was young and green, and maybe he simply took it into his head to fire. Gale did not even know why he’d been sent instead of a magistrate.” I paused in disgust. “He never questions an opportunity to parade about in his uniform and look important.”

      Louisa sat forward, her gray eyes alight. “Do you plan to continue looking for the girl?”

      “I want to find her. You did not see the Thorntons, Louisa. She was all they had.”

      “How will you search for her?”

      I had debated this while I rode home in the stale-smelling hackney. “Put up notices. Go to Bow Street. Pomeroy, one of my sergeants, became a Runner. I can pry information from him even if I can’t afford to hire him.”

      “Offer a reward,” she suggested.

      I opened my hands. “I have nothing to offer. But I can question the neighbors and Horne’s servants. Someone must know something about her.”

      Louisa moved to the edge of her seat, familiar determination on her face. “I will supply the reward. We can offer five pounds. That will be enough to bring people out of the woodwork.”

      “A good many people, I’d imagine.”

      “And give me the Thorntons’ direction. I will go to them. I might be able to help them.”

      “They do need it.” I reached forward and took her cool hand in mine. “Your kindness, Louisa, always astonishes me.”

      She looked at me in surprise. “Why should it? Being charitable is a duty. You must find that poor girl, Gabriel.” She hesitated. “But let it end there.”

      “That means what, exactly?”

      “You know what it means. I know what you are like.”

      I gave her a half-smile. “What you mean to say is, don’t pursue Horne and Denis and make them believe in the wrath of God.”

      “Yes. Leave it be.”

      I released her. “They might be safe from me. They may have had nothing to do with the abduction. I have not yet decided. I saw no sign of a young woman at Horne’s today, except for the maid, and I do not think she was Jane. She was definitely working class, and decidedly odd.”

      Louisa watched me. “If they do have something to do with it, what will you do?”

      “I have not decided that either.”

      “There is not much you can do, even if they are guilty.”

      I grew annoyed. “Why are you adamant about sparing Horne? He is an oily bastard and up to something. The maid hinted as much.”

      “Because the last time I saw you go off with this much fervor, that happened.” She pointed to my left knee.

      It twinged, reminding me it still ached and would punish me the rest of the night for abusing it. “The last time, I was a damned fool, and I trusted your husband and his honor. That was my great mistake. I’ll not make the same again.”

      Her voice softened. “It has been two years, Gabriel.”

      I’d known I could not divert her from her original purpose for long. “And every day of that two years has reminded me what I gave up. When I agreed to leave the army, I had no idea I would be living this”—I gestured to my barren rooms— “this half-existence.”
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