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      London, 1853

      A prowler lurked outside her home—an awful, sneaking fiend who hugged to the shadows, paced the pavements, and overturned her rubbish bins just to spite her. He watched her at night through the windows. She felt his sharp eyes on her, even now.

      After three nights of being stalked by such a predator, Margaret had finally confessed her fears to Uncle Chas, who sent their coachman to investigate. Of course, there was no one to be found.

      As if the foul fellow would allow himself to be caught! No, her prowler was far too clever for that. A big, lumbering servant had been no match for the sneak. Heavy footsteps and a lantern’s glow were easy to anticipate, easy to avoid.

      Whoever was scratching in the shrubberies beneath her bedroom window had expected a man to confront him, but the fiend underestimated his prey.

      Tonight, Margaret would face him.

      Her stalker would never return to Cambridge Terrace again.

      “Right, Susan,” she whispered, careful to keep away from the windows. “You remember the plan? All you need do is sit at my dressing table and brush your hair. Do it slowly to give me time, and be sure to stay in the lamplight. I want him to see you.”

      The maid fidgeted in Margaret’s heavy dressing gown. Susan’s dark hair—as close to Margaret’s own coloring as anyone in the household—hung purposefully loose down her back.

      “Why must we do this, miss? It don’t feel proper dressin’ up like a lady and pretendin’ to be what I ain’t. There’s sermons about it, warning ‘gainst falsehoods and deception.”

      “There are sermons about thievery and warnings against lustful behavior, as well. I, for one, am confident we are in the right. And when our stalker is apprehended, I am certain you’ll feel much better about our little charade.”

      Susan nodded, and then reached out a trembling hand to grasp the silver-handled hairbrush. Slowly, carefully, the young maid ran the bristles through her hair.

      “Well done,” Margaret whispered, backing out of her bedroom. “Keep at it until you hear my signal.”

      With that, she eased the door closed and slipped down the darkened corridor.

      The rest of the house was quiet. Uncle Chas and Aunt Francie retired early, and the servants—save Susan—were snug in their beds. It was the perfect hour for a housebreaker to slip in unnoticed and rob them all blind.

      “Not tonight, you cad,” she hissed, taking the back stairs.

      Margaret had put on a brave face for the maid’s sake, but her heart drummed in her chest and her stomach pitched and rolled. Truth be told, she was terrified, yet Margaret Haselden never backed down from a challenge.

      At last, she reached the tradesmen’s entrance just beyond the kitchen, where the butcher’s cart and greengrocers dropped off their weekly deliveries. Margaret eased the rear door open, bracing herself for whatever monstrosity she met on the other side.

      The alley beyond was dark and damp.

      Only a dim gas lamp sputtered in the cool night air. There were no servants, no horses, and—sadly—no policemen. With nowhere to run for protection, every shadow was a villain, and every muffled sound was an attack launched at her person.

      She gathered her skirts and stepped out onto the pavement. The stones were slick, wet, and littered with refuse. The odor of spilled rubbish was…overpowering.

      Margaret choked back a gag.

      Surely, her family’s servants did not typically leave the work areas of the house in such a sad state. It was unsanitary—possibly even lethal. Uncle Chas would never allow it.

      She hadn’t imagined it, after all. There had been someone rummaging through their bins.

      “Come out, you blackguard!” she called to the still night.

      No one answered.

      “I know you’re here. I know what you’ve been up to, and you ought to be ashamed of yourself! The Good Lord judges men who steal and…and slink behind honest people’s homes. But if you show yourself now, He might forgive you.”

      Something moved out of the corner of her eye. Margaret blinked, and it was gone.

      Ah. So there he was, hidden behind a milkman’s crate.

      “I am not afraid of you. You picked the wrong house if you were looking for a victim. I might be a lady, but I am not so finely bred that I cannot give you a thrashing!”

      Why had she said that? She’d never so much as raised her voice, let alone her fists.

      “Out with you!”

      Margaret lunged for the crate. It toppled and clattered to the cobblestones at her feet. Then, it began to rattle and shake. It danced across the pavement as if possessed—not by a lurking thief, but by a cursed demon spit from the mouth of Hell.

      The dreadful thing was tormented!

      Suddenly, the milk crate stopped. A small brown dog emerged from the opening. He sniffed, and scratched, and shook himself off. Then, he turned his gaze toward Margaret.

      “Oh…” she whispered, “so it’s you.”

      They locked eyes for a moment. The dog regarded her warily. Margaret blushed, feeling rather foolish for challenging such a small, sad-looking creature. He was no prowler. No peeping Tom.

      She was no brave Valkyrie, only a foolish young woman terrified of…well…a terrier.

      Margaret knelt on the wet stones. She held out her hands. “Shall I pet you?”

      He—she checked, it was most certainly a ‘he’—sniffed her fingertips, and then offered his head for a scratch. She stroked behind his ears.

      “You’re not so awful, are you? Just a little doggie. No harm to anybody.”

      The dog followed her fingers as she drew him into her lap. He did not protest when she picked him up.

      “What a sweet fellow you are! I bet you are hungry. Let us find you something better than kitchen rubbish to nibble on.”

      The dog only yawned in answer.
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      “What you got there, Miss Margaret?”

      She carried the scratching, squirming dog through her bedroom door and presented the little fellow to the wide-eyed maid. “I believe it is a terrier.”

      Susan knelt on the carpet to offer her hands to the dog’s eager nose. “You certain, miss? Don’t smell like no terrier. It smells like a rat caught up in so much rubbish.”

      Margaret caught a strong whiff of the wriggling stray. “Ugh!” She nearly gagged. “The poor dear could use a scrubbing, that’s for sure. I cannot possibly present him to Uncle Chas and Aunt Francie in this sad state. They’ll turn him back out onto the streets before breakfast.”

      The maid looked up, stunned. “You mean to keep the little beggar?”

      Of course, she meant to keep him. A frightened, hungry creature in need of love and care. An orphan—much like herself—in want of a home. How could she not keep him?

      “I mean to ask. Ultimately, the decision will be with my aunt and uncle. It is their home. They might object to having a dog.”

      “You might object to havin’ a dog. This ‘un reeks and is likely to be riddled with disease. Begging your pardon, miss, but I needn’t remind you of the damage a flea can do.”

      Fleas brought pestilence and plague. They spread quickly, furiously. They cared not for the wealth or status of their victims. Not for the good doctors who treated the fallen, nor for teary-eyed little girls who loved their mamas and papas very much.

      Perhaps that was why she’d never been gifted a pet—the risk was simply too great.

      But Margaret was grown now. No longer a lost, weepy girl covered in stinging red welts. Surely, she could weigh the risk herself.

      “I’ll wash him. I’ll scent him. I’ll cover him in powder until he’s as white as a poodle and as fragrant as summer clover.” She stroked his matted fur from the top of his head to the tip of his tail, which wasn’t a terribly long distance, yet the little fellow seemed to revel in her soft touch.

      He wagged, and whined, and gave his whole body a great shake. Then, he lay down in the pool of her skirts and breathed a long, happy sigh of relief. As if he were finally where he belonged.

      Margaret smiled at the sleepy little bundle in her lap. “I shall call him Clover.”

      “That’s no name for a boy dog. The other lads’ll tease him for it. Ought to name him Shadow, or Splinter, or Scrapper. Or…or…Sharp!”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “Now you’re getting carried away, Susan.”

      The maid blushed and grew quieter. “Sorry, miss. I reckon Clover is a good name, too.”

      “We shall see. Uncle Chas might not allow me to keep him. There’d be no sense naming a dog only to turn him loose. We might be getting our hopes up.”

      Susan sighed. “He is right cute, in an ugly sort of way. Be a shame to let him starve.”

      “Precisely. Which is why we must bathe Clover thoroughly, give him a good brushing and a decent breakfast, and hope he doesn’t piddle on the floor before I can plead his case.”

      The young maid crawled to her feet. With her dark hair shining in the soft candlelight and Margaret’s rich, quilted dressing gown hiding the frayed calico frock beneath, Susan looked warm, and bright, and…happy. Together, they were like two giggling schoolgirls sharing a confidence.

      Margaret was pleased to find such a friend.

      “Thank you, Susan,” she said, softly. “You’ve been a great help to me tonight. Clover and I are in your debt.”

      The maid smiled. “The night’s not over yet, miss. We’ve still got washin’ and scrubbin’ to do, and if I don’t miss my guess, that little lad ain’t going to take kindly to any of it. One of us’ll have to hold him whilst the other puts soap to him.”

      “But I thought dogs liked water…”

      “They might if they’re born to it, but that ‘un hasn’t seen the inside of a tub in his life. He might think we’re tryin’ to drown him.”

      Margaret frowned, and then gave Clover a gentle scratch behind the ears. He wasn’t a puppy. He wasn’t a house-dog or a lap-dog. He likely wasn’t even tame.

      She had never owned a pet dog before. There was a great deal to learn about the clever creatures, and so very little time to do it.

      “You’ll help me?” she asked.

      Susan offered her a chapped, calloused hand. “I’ll help you, Miss Margaret.”

      She stood, clutching a sleeping Clover in the crook of her arm. “Very well. Put a pot of water on to warm and I’ll fetch some towels. Then I shall meet you in the kitchen, and we can see what our little sneak looks like beneath all this filth.”
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        * * *

      

      The three of them had no idea what they were in for.

      As soon as Margaret lowered Clover into the warm, soapy bathwater, he began to growl and scratch. He nipped and gnashed, and fought with all his might to escape what was most certainly his execution.

      “Oh! Hold him, miss!” Susan cried, blindly lathering the dog through clenched, flinching eyes.

      Soap suds flew about the kitchen. Water splashed across the cold slate floor. Margaret’s arms ached from the strain of wrestling the little devil.

      All the while, the ungrateful baggage tried to rip her fingers off.

      “Ouch, Clover! No!”

      She shook her hands to break him loose. His tiny teeth were needles stabbing her tender flesh, but with soap in her eyes and a mad beast in her arms, she daren’t look to see if he’d drawn blood.

      At last, he wriggled free.

      Clover dropped into the bath with a loud splash, sending a wave of murky grey water breaking over Margaret’s skirts. His claws scraped at the sides of the old copper tub as he scrambled free of his watery grave.

      “Catch him, Susan!”

      The young maid dove for the dog. But Clover hadn’t survived years on the streets by being slow. He dodged Susan’s groping hands with ease, dashing out of the bath and scampering across the slates.

      Susan landed face-first in the tub.

      If it had not been a sodden horror show, it might have been funny—but neither Susan nor Margaret felt much like laughing.

      Both young ladies recovered in time to see Clover slide beneath the wooden worktable. He sent a clatter of dishes and crockery in his wake, and the sound of breaking plates was loud enough to wake the laziest of maids from their lofty attic garret.

      “Shh!” Margaret hissed at the pair of beady brown eyes watching her from beneath the table. It would be hard enough to explain the broken dishes without a wet dog souring her aunt and uncle’s sleep. “You’ll wake the house, you little devil!”

      She reached for a folded towel and tossed it to Susan. “We’ll never drag him out from under there, but we might be able to scare him out. You go ‘round the back and drive him forward. I’ll catch him on my side.”

      The maid crawled behind the worktable. She crouched low onto the slippery slate tiles, and then began poking and flapping at the hidden dog. “Get! Shoo! Come out, now!”

      With a yelp, Clover darted from beneath the table.

      Margaret was ready for him. She caught him in her arms and wrapped him in a soft, warm towel.

      Wet—and now caught—Clover yowled bloody murder. Margaret gripped his squirming, scratching body as best she could, but it was like wrestling a crocodile. Or a greased piglet that believed himself destined to the slaughterhouse.

      He leapt from her trembling arms and made a break for the kitchen steps.

      “If he goes upstairs, we’ll never catch him!”

      Before Clover reached the landing, a dark figure burst into the dim room. Uncle Chas, clad in his dressing gown and cap, raised a fire poker to the ceiling and prepared to strike.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he bellowed.

      The little dog yelped and slid across the tiles. As soon as his paws caught traction, he ran as fast as he could from the new threat…and buried himself in Margaret’s soggy skirts.

      “Margaret?” Uncle Chas lowered his weapon. “Susan? What are you two doing in the kitchen? I thought we’d been set upon by burglars.”

      This was not how she’d hoped to introduce her new pet to her family. With a crate’s worth of shattered dishes, a filthy, overturned tub, and two wet, defeated women, it was impossible to claim the dog civilized.

      But she lied the best she could.

      “…And so you see, Uncle, what I believed to be a prowler was in reality just a small dog looking for supper. He’s very sweet, only a little frightened.” Margaret scooped Clover into her arms and stroked his damp face. He looked more like an otter than a dog.

      Good. Otters were adorable.

      “I should like to keep him as a pet. Something of my very own.”

      Her uncle softened. When not fighting off housebreakers, he really was a kind and gentle soul. “Your aunt won’t like it.”

      “I’ll take such good care of him—bathe him, feed him, walk him. Train him. Aunt Francie will hardly notice he is here.”

      “Somehow, I doubt that.”

      Margaret rose to her feet, handing the sweet and docile dog to her maid. Clover was no fool. He knew when to behave, when to make a good impression. He was doing a fine job of it now.

      “Please, Uncle Chas,” Margaret begged. She was almost to tears.

      Her uncle looked from the small, sleeping dog to Margaret’s upturned face. In all the years since her parents’ unfortunate deaths, she had never been a burden. She’d never gone over her allowance or defied her tutors. She never argued or pouted. She had been good and grateful toward the couple who took her in when she had no one else to turn to.

      Surely, he could allow her a little indulgence.

      “Very well, Margaret, but whatever he destroys comes out of your pin money.” He noted the broken dishes and flooded kitchen floor, and then chuckled lightly. “You’ll be stony broke by summer’s end.”

      She grinned. Finally, something to spend her money on besides frocks and frivolities! She would buy Clover a fine basket with a warm blanket tucked into the bottom. And a leather collar with his name stamped in brass. And tug-ropes and gnaw-bones and…whatever else dogs required.

      “Thank you! Thank you!” She wrapped her uncle in a tight embrace.

      “You’ll clean this mess before morning. I do not want the servants waking to such destruction.” He leveled a loving finger at her. “Your dog, your responsibility.”

      Laughing, she hugged him again. “Oh! Thank you!”
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      There were servants for this sort of thing. Queen Victoria possessed an army of loyal hounds, each with their own household staff member to mind them, so—surely—no duke was expected to pick up after his own pet.

      But Tiger was no mere pet.

      Edward was no mere duke, he was the duke. The eleventh Duke of St. Lawrence. Well-known, well-respected, and, most importantly, well-loved by Queen and Country alike.

      He and Tiger set off toward Regent’s Park with their heads held high. Neither’s reputation ‘round their clubs or their kennels would suffer if someone witnessed the duke escorting his prized bulldog to have a squat.

      Truth be told, this was Edward’s favorite part of the day. The fresh, crisp, coolness of the morning. The dew on the leaves and the unhurried ease of his footsteps on the path. Perhaps he was not a duke at all—just a man and his dog, and everything right in their world.

      “Come come, Tiger, old boy,” he called, crossing from Park Square into the Broad Walk of Regent’s Park.

      The tall, brindled Bullenbeisser hugged his master’s thigh. Edward carried a tether, but it was rarely necessary to keep his four-legged friend in line. Tiger was highly trained, and the duke needed only to chirp to bring him to heel.

      At such an early hour, the Broad Walk—so popular with pedestrians in late afternoon—appeared deserted. The spacious, tree-lined promenade boasted flowering shrubberies, fountains, blossoming urns, and shady wooden benches.

      Edward strolled down the center of the gravel path with Tiger at his side. A few yards ahead, a flock of small birds pecked between the stones, stealing seedlings and arguing amongst themselves. One brave soul claimed a muddy puddle and began to wash, oblivious of the man and beast approaching.

      Tiger paused mid-step. He lifted his jowly face and sniffed. Then, he looked up at his master and whined.

      As there was no one else on the path, Edward saw no harm in letting Tiger have his sport.

      “Go on, then.” With a wave of his gloved hand, he set his dog loose on the chattering birds.

      Rawrf! Rawrf! Rawrf!

      Tiger sprinted into the center of the flock, scattering birds and gravel to the wind. He splashed through puddles and snapped at his prey, yet never once came close to catching so much as a feather.

      Edward laughed. “Ha! Too slow, lad!”

      He whistled and Tiger trotted happily back to his side.

      Life in London was stifling for a dog accustomed to roaming the countryside, and the duke did his best to keep Tiger fit. Morning runs helped keep them both on their toes, even when duty called master and hound far from their vast estates.

      Edward did not mind coming to town for the Season, though he much preferred Bradwell, St. Lawrence, Maldon, or Southminster. On quiet, dew-drenched mornings, the Broad Walk of Regent’s Park was as close as he could get to the country.

      The springy parkland and foggy tree line added something of a bounce to his step. As foot, paw, and walking stick crunched into the gravel—perfectly in step—the Duke of St. Lawrence had the strangest feeling that he and Tiger were precisely where they were meant to be.

      Master and hound, and the blessed clean slate of a new day.
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        * * *

      

      The most important part of owning a dog—aside from feeding it, of course—was ensuring it was properly exercised. Margaret learned rather quickly that when Clover grew bored, he devised his own entertainment.

      Gnawing at table legs.

      Shredding the draperies.

      Stealing lumps of coal from the scuttles and hiding them throughout the house, often in Margaret’s bed, or beneath the cushion of Uncle Chas’s favorite armchair.

      Her new pet was an unholy terror when left to his own devices. She and Susan would simply have to wear him out every morning and every evening, lest her guardians changed their mind and tossed all three of them into the street.

      Susan yawned, falling behind as Margaret and Clover crossed the street from Cambridge Terrace and entered Regent’s Park. Although it was a dignified part of town, no respectable lady went anywhere without a chaperone. Unfortunately, Susan had been forced to accompany her mistress on this early-morning jaunt.

      Margaret was caught between Clover tugging at his tether, and the maid dragging her feet. “At least one of us is eager,” she called back over her shoulder.

      Again, Susan yawned. “He probably recognizes the park. Might be his old haunt.”

      Regent’s Park would be an ideal place for a stray dog to make its den. There were squirrels to hunt, fresh water to drink, and plenty of soft grass to roll in. Perhaps even a kind stranger to toss him some scraps.

      He certainly seemed to know his way. Clover barked and scratched at the gravel path. He sniffed and rooted through the grass before cocking his leg up to mark a wooden bench.

      The little terrier pulled and bucked at his lead, urging her toward the Broad Walk. Margaret thought herself clever for knotting a kerchief around his neck. With no time to invest in a proper collar and tether, she’d made do with a length of curtain rope.

      Clover looked quite smart in his red silk kerchief and gold braid.

      It was not, however, very practical.

      “If you’re not careful,” she scolded, “you’ll choke yourself.”

      Clover paid her no heed. He continued to tug and twist. He tore at the curtain rope and chewed on his make-shift collar. He barked, and whined, and somehow managed to tangle himself up in Margaret’s skirts.

      For their first time walking together, selecting the Broad Walk of Regent’s Park had been a dreadful idea.

      With a great cry, a flock of birds erupted through the trees. They flew with such a fury that even Clover stopped misbehaving long enough to turn his eyes skyward.

      Margaret craned her neck back, putting a hand over the brim of her bonnet to shield her eyes from the morning sun. As soon as they’d come, the birds dispersed to the heavens. She watched them vanish somewhere over Cambridge Terrace.

      “Oh! Mind him, Miss Margaret!”

      She looked to Susan, confused. “Hmm?”

      “The bloomin’ dog!” the maid cried. “He’s ‘bout to break away!”

      Margaret’s eyes shot down to where Clover stood. He’d somehow managed to wriggle himself halfway out of his collar. The hair on his bared neck stood on end, and his tail pointed as straight as a poker.

      His lips curled, teeth bared. He growled from somewhere deep down in his belly and lunged toward the tree-lined path.

      The curtain rope and kerchief never stood a chance. He was gone before Margaret could move.
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      “Clover! Oh, dear Lord, no!”

      The duke glanced up at the sound of the cry. He turned to look about him, searching the trees, gardens, and shaded paths for the source of the panicked voice.

      Tiger stilled at his side, ears up, eyes bright. The bulldog sniffed once—twice—and then gave a low whine. Something was there, in the shrubberies.

      “Stay, Tiger,” Edward said. He placed a hand on the dog’s head to steady him.

      “Clover! Come back this instant! Where are you, you little devil? Where are you, my darling?”

      Again, Tiger whined. Edward moved his hand to the brim of his hat, expecting to greet the lady who was, by the sound of it, gamboling through the shrubberies in their direction.

      It wasn’t a woman who broke through the tree line.

      A small brown dog cut through the underbrush. Its teeth flashed in the morning sunlight. Edward moved to dodge it, thinking the mangy cur was after his trousers or his coattail. But the beast paid no mind to the duke’s tailoring.

      It shot between Edward’s legs and sank its fangs into Tiger’s meaty flank.

      The bulldog howled in pain. He twisted and turned in the wet gravel, desperate to shake off the snarling cur. Yet the little dog fought him, gnashing as they thrashed together.

      Horrified, Edward remembered his walking stick. He raised it, fully prepared to put it to use.

      Black lacquer gleamed in his gloved hand. The heavy silver handle could split a melon if wielded properly. Instead of bringing it down upon the offender’s head, Edward thrust his stick into the dog’s snout.

      “Don’t hurt him!” the woman cried, at last making her appearance.

      “I’m not trying to hurt him. I am trying to dislodge him.”

      As expected, the mangy cur turned his anger toward the walking stick, snapping at the silver handle. Free from his grip, Tiger fled behind his master’s protective thighs.

      The prized bulldog of the Duke of St. Lawrence wailed in terror. Poor Tiger, who had never known an angry word or a raised hand in all his life, cowered in fear.

      When the brown dog circled around for another go, its owner stepped in. The lady reached two gloved hands down to grab him, but the instant her fingers met fur, the ungrateful beast hauled its head back and bit her.

      “Ouch!” She dropped him.

      He promptly buried himself beneath her voluminous skirts. Only one dark nose and a dozen tiny, bared teeth poking from beneath her hems proved that he had ever been there at all.

      Edward’s chest heaved. He clenched his own teeth, feeling Tiger trembling at the back of his knees. Red circles of blood spattered the gravel. His walking stick had teeth marks in it.

      The duke knelt to comfort Tiger.

      Brindle fur on his back flank parted into shallow puncture wounds. Bloody, scarring, painful, but—thank God—not life-threatening.

      Edward stood, narrowing his eyes at the young woman. “You ought to keep that mongrel on a leash!”

      “I did, but he slipped from his collar.” She produced a silk kerchief and a gold-braided curtain rope from her pocket as proof.

      “That is hardly an adequate restraint. Get your dog a proper collar and tether, or keep him in the stables where he belongs.”

      Beneath the brim of her bonnet, two dark brows furrowed. “Stables?”

      “Or alley, or gutter, or the bloody sewer. It is obvious that dog is uncivilized. He is dangerous and ill-trained. You’ve no business bringing him to a public park.”

      “I did not know he was going to do that.” She gestured at Tiger’s abused backside. “I’m deeply sorry. If your dog requires the services of a veterinarian, I will gladly pay for the cost of his care.”

      Edward scoffed. This woman...this half-grown child in silks and bonnet ribbon believed he needed her help to care for his dog!

      “Keep your money. But if you have so much of it, why not spend a little to get yourself a proper pet? Return this ancient ratter to the terrier man who no doubt overcharged you.”

      She sputtered indignantly. Her stubborn little chin practically quivered. “Ancient ratter!?”

      The duke poked at the hem of her skirts with the tip of his walking stick, drawing the beast out. It snapped, growled, and chased after the lacquered wood. “He’s six if he’s a day.”

      “Six…” she muttered, looking quite confused.

      “How long have you had him?”

      “Not long enough, it seems—oh, Clover, do stop that!” The young woman did her best to scold the mangy cur, but the dog felt disinclined to obey. He set his fangs into Edward’s stick and began to worry at it.

      With the dog safely occupied, the duke paused for a moment to study the lady. She dressed well, carried herself well, and conversed intelligently enough. He could see little of her beneath her wide-brimmed bonnet, but placed her somewhere in the vicinity of twenty years, perhaps a bit older.

      But not much.

      Certainly not old enough to know the difference between a lap dog and a rabid ratter. Perhaps she had no husband or knowledgeable elder brother to guide her. Perhaps she did, but—like so many spirited women he knew—chose to defy them.

      Either way, Edward softened. There had been no true harm done. Tiger’s wounds would heal, and his sweet-tempered friend would eat beefsteak and gravy for his troubles.

      He stroked Tiger’s pointed ears, noticing for the first time that the lady rubbed her bitten hand. She squeezed and kneaded the kid leather where her dog had sunk his teeth.

      “Did he hurt you?”

      “No, no. It’s nothing. He did not mean to.”

      “But he did it, all the same.”

      She shook her head. “My fault. I shouldn’t have grabbed at him. It was reckless. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Never put yourself between two fighting dogs, even if they are your own. When cornered or frightened, they know only to lash out. You’d do the same, I’m sure.”

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      “But there is no excuse for a dog that bites. You mustn’t allow it.”

      At that, she lifted her head to meet his eyes. “Well, I won’t hit him.”

      “No, certainly not. I would never suggest…”

      “I’ll be firm with him, but not too firm. I’ll speak like you, for example.” The young lady—he could see now there was not a line or crease on her perfect face—deepened her voice to match his own. She clapped her hands and said, firmly, “Clover, sit.”

      Both Clover and Tiger sat.

      “You mock me, madam, but my method works on dogs, children, and fully grown men. I’ve had a lifetime to perfect it.” He was a duke, after all.

      She was unimpressed. “Then you must be a popular fellow, treating everyone as if they are beneath you.”

      “I imagine not.”

      But he was a popular fellow. He belonged to all the best clubs, stayed at all the best country houses, and had on no less than three occasions taken tea with the Queen.

      He was the bloody eleventh Duke of St. Lawrence, yet this slip of a woman was teasing him.

      Edward nodded toward the chaperone standing a few discreet paces away from them. She wore a straw bonnet and a plain, black cloak over a faded calico frock. Housemaid’s shoes, to be sure.

      “Is that your maid waiting there?”

      The lady glanced at her companion and frowned. “It is.”

      “Good. I think you had better return home. You’ve done enough damage for one morning.”

      She knelt in the wet gravel to knot the silk kerchief around her dog’s neck. She tied it tightly, and then looped the curtain rope around her wrist. The lady scooped the dog in her arms and stood.

      When her eyes met Edward’s she did not flinch. “I thank you for your good advice. Again, I’m deeply sorry that my dog has caused yours pain or distress. It was not intentional—you see, I’ve never owned a dog before.”

      “Then might I suggest ‘A Practical Essay on Breaking Or Training the English Spaniel’ by Dobson? That...” he waved a hand in the mongrel’s direction, “…is no spaniel, but the principles are the same. Dobson shall give you the basics.”

      “Dobson, yes. Thank you, sir.” She bobbed a fraction of an inch. “Good morning.”

      Edward touched the brim of his hat, since they were being civil. “Good morning.”

      She turned in the direction of the trees. Edward did not wait to watch her go. He spun toward Park Square, chirping at Tiger, “Come come, old boy.”

      But the trusty bulldog couldn’t keep pace. Tiger limped with every step, whining, whimpering, and licking at his master’s hand.

      “Come, Tiger.” Edward patted his trousers. “Come.”

      He was beginning to worry…

      The lady paused on the path to watch the sad spectacle. Her face was dappled in morning sunlight and knitted in concern. “Your dog, is he going to be all right?”

      Edward stooped and heaved the brindled Bullenbeisser into his arms. He would carry his lamed friend all the way to Park Square if he had to.

      “He’ll be fine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    

    
      Edward did not wait for his staff to answer the door. He charged into St. Lawrence House with Tiger in his arms.

      The baffled servants skidded to a stop in the foyer, mouths agape at their master’s lack of propriety.

      “Blankets,” he ordered, sweeping through the stair hall. “Warm water and towels.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” echoed through the house as footmen and maids rushed to their duties.

      The duke shifted his trembling bundle and began a slow, careful ascent up the winding marble staircase. His booted feet tracked mud through the otherwise pristine residence, punctuated here and there by sharp red droplets of blood on the white stone.

      His coat sleeve felt damp where Tiger’s injured flank rested against his forearm, and he’d left his walking stick in the park. It was only by miracle that the duke arrived home with his hat pressed firmly upon his head.

      He had thought of nothing but Tiger’s welfare. No doubt there would be gossip by teatime. A muddied, bloodied Duke of St. Lawrence carrying his dog through Park Square—outrageous.

      Edward did not care. Propriety be damned where Tiger was concerned.

      “Not much farther lad,” he whispered softly. “You’ll have your bed and your beefsteak soon enough.”

      The dog whimpered.

      Footsteps sounded in the corridor ahead. The clipped rhythm of ladies’ slippers—his mother and sister no doubt roused from their beds—rushed toward him.

      The duchess met him on the landing. His mother’s face went white at the sight of him. “Edward, what has happened?”

      “We were attacked in the park. A worthless mongrel slipped his tether and decided to make a meal of poor Tiger.”

      She touched a hand to the bulldog’s flank. “Poor Tiger, indeed. You must send for a veterinary surgeon.”

      “I doubt it has come to that, Mater.”

      He brushed past her, focused on nothing but returning his loyal friend to his basket by the fire. Tiger was home. Tiger was safe. Tiger did not require the services of a horse doctor.

      Edward knew what became of lamed horses.

      He could not face that fate for Tiger.

      As if the duchess knew his thoughts, she followed him down the darkened corridor, saying, “I know how much he means to you, my son. You do not wish to see him suffering, yet a gentleman in your position would not entrust his pet dog to just anyone. I suggest we send for Goodwin. He is known to us—Queen Victoria’s own horse man.”

      The duke considered this as he shouldered into his bedroom and eased Tiger down upon the ducal bed. Never mind the counterpane becoming bloodied. Tiger settled into the mountain of silk and feather tick with a snort.

      Edward’s mother took his hand. “Send for Goodwin.”

      The Duchess of St. Lawrence was, in his eyes, rather a wise woman. Although she knew little about dogs, she had raised four children—three wild boys and one willful daughter. After years nursing sprained ankles falling off ponies and broken wrists tumbling out of trees, his mother knew what was trivial, needing nothing more than a soft kiss and a pocketful of sweets, from what was serious, requiring a call from the country doctor.

      In this, he deferred to her judgment.

      He sent for Goodwin.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Edward escorted Mr. Goodwin to the door. The Queen’s most trusted veterinarian had spent an hour tending to Tiger’s wounds, and would collect a hefty fee for his services.

      “You are certain he is all right?” the duke asked.

      Edward waited while Goodwin donned his gloves and topper. Perhaps for a man accustomed to mending Royal horseflesh, doctoring a duke’s pet bulldog was something of a step down.

      At last, the fellow turned his white-whiskered face in the duke’s direction. “Perfectly all right. All superficial. Nothing a few sutures wouldn’t close, though I’d keep him off that leg for a while.”

      Edward nodded, relieved Tiger had not needed invasive treatment. Surgery was dangerous enough for a healthy man in a skilled doctor’s hands, in a proper operating theatre. “Any risk for infection? Should I watch for swelling or signs of putrefaction?”

      Goodwin waved him off. “Bah. There is a salve one can get at the chemist’s—if you swear not to say the order came from me. Imagine prescribing medicine to a dog!” He wheezed a laugh.

      Edward did not find it particularly funny. After collecting the salve order from the reluctant veterinarian, the duke motioned for the front door to be opened.

      Warm morning sunlight flooded the foyer. Edward had long since discarded his soiled frock coat, and dared not escort Mr. Goodwin over the threshold.

      Stickless and coatless in one day? He would never live it down.

      When their visitor’s carriage rounded the corner and slipped from sight, the duke sent a runner to the chemist’s. Giving medicine to a dog was uncommon when horses and livestock were the primary focus of veterinary medicine, yet Edward believed in doing all one could to care for creatures great and small.

      Salve in hand and a footman at his heel, the duke made the long, slow climb to his bedchamber. He was tired, hungry, and in need of a bath. But first, he had a promise to keep…

      Edward took the silver tray from the footman’s hands—another break in ducal protocol. “That will be all.”
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