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        Now once there was a king who lived to wage war. His clothes were chain mail and boiled leather, his thoughts were strategy and conflict, and at night he dreamed of the screams of his enemies and in his sleep he smiled…

        
          — From The Minotaur
        

      

      
APRIL 1741

      
LONDON, ENGLAND


      As the mother of a seven-year-old boy, Lily Stump was used to odd topics of conversation. There was the debate on whether fish wore clothes. The deep and insightful discussion over where sugared plums came from and the subsequent lecture on why little boys were not allowed to break their fast with them every day. And, of course, the infamous controversy of Why Dogs Bark But Cats Do Not.

      So truly it wasn’t Lily’s fault that she did not pay heed to her son’s announcement at luncheon that there was a monster in the garden.

      “Indio,” Lily said with only a tiny bit of exasperation, “must you wipe your jammy fingers on Daffodil? I can’t think she likes it.”

      Sadly, this was a blatant lie. Daffodil, a very young and very silly red Italian greyhound with a white blaze on her chest, was already happily twisting her slim body in a circle in order to lick the sticky patch on her back.

      “Mama,” Indio said with great patience as he put down his bread and jam, “didn’t you hear me? There’s a monster in the garden.” He was kneeling on his chair and now he leaned forward over the table to emphasize his words, a lock of his dark, curly hair falling into his right, blue, eye. Indio’s other eye was green, which some found disconcerting, although Lily had long ago grown used to the disparity.

      “Did he have horns?” the third member of their little family asked very seriously.

      “Maude!” Lily hissed.

      Maude Ellis plonked a plate of cheese down on their only-slightly-singed table and set her hands on her skinny hips. Maude had seen five decades and despite her tiny stature – she only just came to Lily’s shoulder – she never shied away from speaking her mind. “Well, and mightn’t it be the Devil he saw?”

      Lily narrowed her eyes in warning – Indio was prone to rather alarming nightmares and this conversation didn’t seem the best idea. “Indio did not see the Devil – or a monster, for that matter.”

      “I did,” Indio said. “But he hasn’t horns. He has shoulders as big as this.” And he demonstrated by throwing his arms as far apart as he could, nearly knocking his bowl of carrot soup to the floor in the process.

      Lily caught the bowl deftly – much to the disappointment of Daffodil. “Do eat your soup, please, Indio, before it ends on the floor.”

      “’Tisn’t a dunnie, then,” Maude said decisively as she took her own chair. “Quite small they are, ’cepting when they turn to a horse. Did it turn to a horse, deary?”

      “No, Maude.” Indio shoved a big spoonful of soup into his mouth and then regrettably continued talking. “He looks like a man, but bigger and scarier. His hands are as big as… as…” Indio’s little brows drew together as he tried to think of an appropriate simile.

      “Your head,” Lily supplied helpfully. “A tricorn hat. A leg of lamb. Daffodil.”

      Daffodil barked at her name and spun in a happy circle.

      “Was he dripping wet or all over green?” Maude demanded.

      Lily sighed and watched as Indio attempted to describe his monster and Maude attempted to identify it from her long list of fairies, hobgoblins, and imaginary beasts. Maude had grown up in the north of England and apparently spent her formative years memorizing the most ghastly folktales. Lily herself had heard these stories from Maude when she was young – resulting in quite a few torturous nights. She was endeavoring – mostly without success – to keep Maude from imparting the same stories to Indio.

      Her gaze drifted around the rather decrepit room they’d moved into just yesterday afternoon. A small fireplace was on one charred wall. Maude’s bed and her chest were pushed against another. Their table and four chairs were in the middle of the room. A tiny writing table and a rickety dark-plum settee were near the hearth. To the side, a door led into a small room – a former dressing room – where Lily had her own bed and Indio his cot. These two rooms were all that remained of the backstage in what had once been a grand theater at Harte’s Folly. The theater – and indeed the entire pleasure garden – had burned down the autumn before. The stink of smoke still lingered about the place like a ghost, though the majority of the wreckage had been hauled away.

      Lily shivered. Perhaps the gloominess of the place was making Indio imagine monsters.

      Indio swallowed a big bite of his bread and jam. “He has shaggy hair and he lives in the garden. Daff’s seen him, too.”

      Both Lily and Maude glanced at the little greyhound. Daffodil was sitting by Indio’s chair, chewing on a back paw. As they watched she overbalanced and rolled onto her back.

      “Perhaps Daffodil ate something that disagreed with her tummy,” Lily said diplomatically, “and the tummy ache made her think she’d seen a monster. I haven’t seen a monster in the garden and neither has Maude.”

      “Well, there were that wherryman with the big nose, hanging about the dock suspicious-like yesterday,” Maude muttered. Lily shot her a look and Maude hastily added, “Er, but no, never seen a real monster. Just wherrymen with big noses.”

      Indio considered that bit of information. “My monster has a big nose.” His mismatched eyes widened as he looked up excitedly. “And a hook. Per’aps he cuts children into little bits with his hook and eats them!”

      “Indio!” Lily exclaimed. “That’s quite enough.”

      “But Mama —”

      “No. Now why don’t we discuss fish clothing or… or how to teach Daffodil to sit up and beg?”

      Indio sighed gustily. “Yes, Mama.” He slumped, the very picture of dejection, and Lily couldn’t help but think that he’d someday make a fine dramatic actor. She darted a pleading glance at Maude.

      But Maude only shook her head and bent to her own soup.

      Lily cleared her throat. “I’m sure Daffodil would benefit from training,” she said a little desperately.

      “I suppose.” Indio swallowed the last spoonful of his soup and clutched his bread in his hand. He looked at Lily with big eyes. “May I leave the table, please, Mama?”

      “Oh, very well.”

      In a flurry he tumbled from his chair and ran toward the door. Daffodil scampered behind him, barking.

      “Don’t go near the pond!” Lily called.

      The door to the garden banged shut.

      Lily winced and looked at the older woman. “That didn’t go well, did it?”

      Maude shrugged. “Mayhap could’ve been better, but the lad is a sensitive one, he is. So were you at that age.”

      “Was I?”

      Maude had been her nursemaid – and rather more, truth be told. She might be superstitious, but Lily trusted Maude implicitly when it came to the rearing of children. And a good thing, too, since she’d been left to raise Indio alone. “Should I go after him, do you think?”

      “Aye, in a bit. No point now. Give him a fair while to calm himself.” Maude jerked her pointed chin at Lily’s bowl. “Best get that inside you, hinney.”

      The corner of Lily’s mouth curled at the old endearment. “I wish I could’ve found us somewhere else to stay. Somewhere not so…” She hesitated, loath to give the ruined pleasure garden’s atmosphere a name.

      “Uncanny,” Maude said promptly, having no such trouble herself. “All them burnt trees and falling-down buildings and not a soul about for miles in the nights. I place a wee bag of garlic and sage under my pillow every evening, I do, and you ought as well.”

      “Mmm,” Lily murmured noncommittally. She wasn’t sure she wanted to wake up to the reek of garlic and sage. “At least the workmen are about during the day.”

      “And a right scruffy bunch, the lot of them,” Maude said stoutly. “Don’t know where Mr. Harte got these so-called gardeners, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he found them in the street. Or worse” – she leaned forward to whisper hoarsely – “got them off a ship from Ireland.”

      “Oh, Maude,” Lily chided gently. “I don’t know why you have this dislike of the Irish – they’re just looking for work like anyone else.”

      Maude snorted as she vigorously buttered a slice of bread.

      “Besides,” Lily said hastily, “we’re only here until Mr. Harte produces a new play with a part for me.”

      “And where would he be doing that?” Maude asked, glancing at the charred beams over their heads. “He’ll need a new theater first, and a garden to put it in afore that. It’ll be at least a year – more, most like.”

      Lily winced and opened her mouth, but Maude had gotten the bit between her teeth. She shook her piece of bread at Lily, showering crumbs on the table. “Never trusted that man, not me. Too charming and chatty by half. Mr. Harte could sweet-talk a bird down from a tree, into the palm of his hand, and right into the oven, he could. Or” – she slapped a last daub of butter on the bread – “talk an actress with all of London at her feet to come play in his theater – and only his theater.”

      “Well, to be fair, Mr. Harte wasn’t to know his pleasure garden and the theater would burn to the ground at the time.”

      “Nay, but he did know it’d put Mr. Sherwood’s back up.” Maude bit into her bread for emphasis.

      Lily wrinkled her nose at the memory. Mr. Sherwood, the proprietor of the King’s Theatre and her former employer, was a rather vindictive man. He’d promised Lily that he’d make sure she’d not find work anywhere else in London if she went with Mr. Harte and his offer of twice the salary Mr. Sherwood had been paying her.

      That hadn’t been a problem until Harte’s Folly had burned, at which point Lily had found that Mr. Sherwood had made good on his promise: all the other theaters in London refused to let her play for them.

      Now, after being out of work for over six months, she’d gone through what few savings she’d had, forcing her little family to vacate their stylish rented rooms.

      “At least Mr. Harte let us stay here free of charge?” Lily offered rather feebly.

      Fortunately, Maude’s reply was nonverbal since she’d just taken a bite of the soup.

      “Yes, well, I really ought to go after Indio,” Lily said, rising.

      “And what of your luncheon, then?” Maude demanded, nodding at Lily’s half-finished soup.

      “I’ll have it later.” Lily bit her lip. “I hate it when he’s upset.”

      “You coddle the boy,” Maude sniffed, but Lily noticed the older woman didn’t make any further protest.

      Lily hid a smile. If anyone coddled Indio it was Maude herself. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

      Maude waved a hand as Lily turned to the door to the outside. The door screeched horribly as she pulled it open. One of the hinges was cracked from the heat of the fire and it hung askew. Outside, the day was overcast. Deep-gray clouds promised more rain and the wind whipped across the blackened ground. Lily shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. She should’ve brought her shawl.

      “Indio!” Her shout was thinned by the wind.

      Helplessly she looked around. What had once been an elegant pleasure garden had been reduced to sooty mud by the fire and the spring rains. The hedges that had outlined graveled walks were burnt and mostly dead, meandering away into the distance. To the left were the remains of the stone courtyard and boxes where musicians had played for guests: a line of broken pillars, supporting nothing but sky. To the right a copse of straggling trees stood with a bit of mirrored water peeking out from behind – what was left of an ornamental pond, now clogged with silt. Here and there green poked out among the gray and black, but she had to admit that, especially on an overcast day like this one, with wisps of fog slinking along the ground, the garden was ominous and rather frightening.

      Lily grimaced. She should’ve never let Indio out to play by himself, but it was hard to keep an active young boy inside. She started down one of the paths, slipping a bit in the mud, wishing she’d stopped to put on her pattens before coming outside. If she didn’t see her son soon, she’d ruin the frivolous embroidered slippers on her feet.

      “Indio!”

      She rounded what once had been a small thicket of trimmed trees. Now the blackened branches rattled in the wind. “Indio!”

      A grunt came from the thicket.

      Lily stopped dead.

      There it was again – almost an explosive snort. The noise was too loud, too deep for Indio. It almost sounded like… a big animal.

      She glanced quickly around, but she was completely alone. Should she return to the ruined theater for Maude? But Indio was out here!

      Another grunt, this one louder. A rustle.

      Something was breathing heavily in the bushes.

      Good Lord. Lily bunched her skirts in her fists in case she had to leg it, and crept forward.

      A groan and a low, rumbling sound.

      Like growling.

      She gulped and peeked around a burned trunk.

      At first what she saw looked like an enormous, moving, mud-covered mound, and then it straightened, revealing an endlessly broad back, huge shoulders, and a shaggy head.

      Lily couldn’t help it. She made a noise that was perilously close to a squeak.

      The thing whirled – much faster than anything that big had a right to move – and a horrible, soot-stained face glared at her, one paw raised as if to strike her.

      In it was a wickedly sharp, hooked knife.

      Lily gulped. If she lived through the day she was going to have to apologize to Indio.

      For there was a monster in the garden.

       

      The day hadn’t been going well to begin with, reflected Apollo Greaves, Viscount Kilbourne.

      At a rough estimate, fully half the woody plantings in the pleasure garden were dead – and another quarter might as well be. The ornamental pond’s freshwater source had been blocked by the fire’s debris and now it sat stagnant. The gardeners Asa had hired for him were an unskilled lot. To top it off, the spring rains had turned what remained of Harte’s Folly into a muddy morass, making planting and earth moving impossible until the ground dried out.

      And now there was a strange female in his garden.

      Apollo stared into huge lichen-green eyes lined with lashes so dark and thick that they looked like smudged soot. The woman – girl? She wasn’t that tall, but a swift glance at her bodice assured him she was quite mature, thank you – was only a slim bit of a thing, dressed foolishly in a green velvet gown, richly over-embroidered in red and gold. She hadn’t even a bonnet on. Her dark hair slipped from a messy knot at the back of her neck, waving strands blowing against her pinkened cheeks. Actually, she was rather pretty in a gamine sort of way.

      But that was beside the point.

      Where in hell had she come from? As far as he knew, the only other people in the ruined pleasure garden were the brace of so-called gardeners presently working on the hedges behind the pond. He’d been taking out his frustration alone on the dead tree stump, trying to uproot the thing by hand since their only dray horse was at work with the other men, when he’d heard a feminine voice calling and she’d suddenly appeared.

      The woman blinked and her gaze darted to his upraised arm.

      Apollo’s own eyes followed and he winced. He’d instinctively raised his hand as he turned to her, and the pruning knife he held might be construed as threatening.

      Hastily he lowered his arm. Which left him standing in his mud-stained shirt and waistcoat, sweaty and stinking, and feeling like a dumb ox next to her delicate femininity.

      But apparently his action reassured her. She drew herself up – not that it made much difference to her height. “Who are you?”

      Well, he’d like to ask the same of her but, alas, he really couldn’t, thanks to that last beating in Bedlam.

      Belatedly he remembered that he was supposed to be a simple laborer. He tugged at a forelock and dropped his gaze – to elegantly embroidered slippers caked in mud.

      Who was this woman?

      “Tell me now,” she said rather imperiously, considering she was standing in three inches of mud. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

      He glanced at her face – eyebrows arched, a plush rose lower lip caught between her teeth – and cast his eyes down again. He tapped his throat and shook his head. If she didn’t get that message she was a lot stupider than she looked.

      “Oh,” he heard as he stared at her shoes. “Oh, I didn’t realize.” She had a husky voice, which gentled when he lowered his gaze. “Well, it doesn’t matter. You can’t stay here, you must understand.”

      Unseen, he rolled his eyes. What was she on about? He worked in the garden – surely she could see that. Who was she to order him out?

      “You.” She drew the word out, enunciating it clearly, as if she thought him hard of hearing. Some thought that since he couldn’t speak he couldn’t hear, either. He caught himself beginning to scowl and smoothed out his features. “Cannot. Stay. Here.” A pause, and then, muttered, “Oh, for goodness’ sakes. I can’t even tell if he understands. I cannot believe Mr. Harte allowed…”

      And it dawned on Apollo with a feeling of amused horror that his frustrating day had descended into the frankly ludicrous. This ridiculously clad woman thought him a lackwit.

      One embroidered toe tapped in the mud. “Look at me, please.”

      He raised his gaze slowly, careful to keep his face blank.

      Her brows had drawn together over those big eyes, in an expression that no doubt she thought stern, but that was, in reality, rather adorable. Like a small girl chiding a kitten. A streak of anger surged through him. She shouldn’t be out by herself in the ruined garden. If he’d been another type of man – a brutal man, like the ones who’d run Bedlam – her dignity, perhaps even her life, might’ve been in danger. Didn’t she have a husband, a brother, a father to keep her safe? Who was letting this slip of a woman wander into danger by herself?

      He realized that her expression had gentled at his continued silence.

      “You can’t tell me, can you?” she asked softly.

      He’d met pity in others since the loss of his voice. Usually it made him burn hot with rage and a sort of terrible despair – after nine months he wasn’t sure he’d ever regain the use of his voice. But her inquiry didn’t provoke his usual anger. Maybe it was her feminine charm – it’d been a while since any woman besides his sister had attempted to talk to him – or maybe it was simply her. This woman spoke with compassion, not contempt, and that made all the difference.

      He shook his head, watching her, keeping his face dull and unresponsive.

      She sighed and hugged herself, looking around. “What am I to do?” she muttered. “I can’t leave Indio out here by himself.”

      Apollo struggled not to let surprise show on his face. Who or what was Indio?

      “Go!” she said forcefully, suddenly enough that he blinked. She pointed a commanding finger behind him.

      Apollo fought back a grin. She wasn’t giving up, was she? He slowly turned, looking in the direction she indicated, and then swiveled back even more slowly, letting his mouth hang half open.

      “Oh!” Her little hands balled into fists as she cast her eyes heavenward. “This is maddening.”

      She took two swift steps forward and placed her palms against his chest, pushing.

      He allowed himself to sway an inch backward with her thrust before righting himself. She stilled, staring up at him. The top of her head barely came to his mid-chest. He could feel the brush of her breath on his lips. The warmth of her hands seemed to burn through the rough fabric of his waistcoat. This close her green eyes were enormous, and he could see shards of gold surrounding her pupils.

      Her lips parted and his gaze dropped to her mouth.

      “Mama!”

      The hissed word made them both start.

      Apollo swung around. A small boy was poised on the muddy path just outside the thicket. He had shoulder-length curly dark hair and wore a red coat and a fierce expression. Beside him was the silliest-looking dog Apollo had ever seen: a delicate little red greyhound, both ears flopped to the left, head erect on a narrow neck, pink tongue peeping from one side of its mouth. The dog’s entire demeanor could be labeled startled.

      The dog froze at Apollo’s movement, then spun and raced off down the path.

      The boy’s face crumpled at the desertion before he squared his little shoulders and glared at Apollo. “You get away from her!”

      At last: her defender – although Apollo had been hoping for someone a bit more imposing.

      “Indio.” The woman stepped away from Apollo hastily, brushing her skirts. “There you are. I’ve been calling for you.”

      “I’m sorry, Mama.” Apollo noticed the child didn’t take his eyes from him – an attitude he approved of. “Daff an’ me were ’sploring.”

      “Well, explore nearer the theater next time. I don’t want you meeting anyone who might be…” She trailed away, glancing nervously at Apollo. “Erm. Dangerous.”

      Apollo widened his eyes, trying to look harmless – sadly, nearly impossible. He’d hit six feet at age fifteen and topped that by several inches in the fourteen years since. Add to that the width of his shoulders, his massive hands, and a face that his sister had once affectionately compared to a gargoyle’s, and trying to appear harmless became something of a lost cause.

      His apprehension was borne out when the woman backed farther away from him and caught her young son’s hand. “Come. Let’s go find where Daffodil has run off to.”

      “But, Mama,” the boy whispered loudly. “What about the monster?”

      It didn’t take a genius to understand that the child was referring to him. Apollo nearly sighed.

      “Don’t you worry,” the woman said firmly. “I’m going to talk to Mr. Harte as soon as I can about your monster. He’ll be gone by tomorrow.”

      With a last nervous glance at him, she turned and led the boy away.

      Apollo narrowed his eyes on her retreating back, slim and confident. Green Eyes was going to be in for a shock when she found out which of the two of them was tossed from the garden.
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        The king had a great army and with it he marched across field and mountain, subjugating all the peoples he met until at last he came to an island that lay in an azure sea like a pearl in an oyster shell. This he conquered at once and, seeing how beautiful the island was, sent for his queen, and caused a golden castle to be built there for their home. But on the first night he slept in that place a black bull came to him in a dream…

        
          — From The Minotaur
        

      

      For a man who owned a pleasure garden, Asa Makepeace certainly didn’t live in luxury – if anything, he sailed perilously close to squalor.

      Apollo finished climbing the three flights of rickety stairs to Makepeace’s rented rooms the next morning. Makepeace lived in Southwark, which was on the south bank of the River Thames, not terribly far from Harte’s Folly itself. The landing held two doors, one to the right, one to the left.

      Apollo pounded on the right-hand door, then paused and placed his ear to it. He heard a faint rustling and then a groan. He reared back and thumped the wood again.

      “D’you mind?” The left door popped open to reveal a shriveled elderly man, a soft red velvet cap on his head. “Some like to sleep of a morning!”

      Apollo turned his shoulder, shielding his face behind his broad-brimmed hat, and waved an apologetic hand at the man.

      The old man slammed his door shut just as Makepeace opened his own.

      “What?” Makepeace stood in his doorway, swaying slightly as if in a breeze. “What?” His tawny hair stood out all around his head like a lion’s mane – assuming the lion had been in a recent cyclone – and his shirt was unbuttoned, baring a heavily furred barrel chest.

      At least he was wearing breeches.

      Apollo pushed past his friend into the room – although not far. There simply wasn’t much space to move. The room was swarming, teeming, breeding with things: towers of stacked books stood on the floor, a table, and even the big four-poster bed in the corner, a life-size portrait of a bearded man leaned against one wall, next to a stuffed raven, which stood next to a teetering pile of chipped, dirty dishes, and next to that was a four-foot-tall model of a ship, rigging and all. Colorful costumes were piled haphazardly in one corner and papers were scattered messily on top of nearly everything.

      Makepeace shut his door and a few sheets fluttered to the floor. “What time is it?”

      Apollo pointed to a large pink china clock sitting on top of a stack of books on the table before looking closer and realizing the timepiece had stopped. Oh, for God’s sake. He chose a more direct way to show the time by dodging around the table, crossing to the only window, and yanking the heavy velvet curtains open.

      A cloud of dust burst from the fabric, dancing prettily in the early morning sunlight streaming into the room.

      “Ahhh!” Makepeace reacted as if skewered. He staggered and flung himself back on the bed. “Have you no mercy? It can’t be noon yet.”

      Apollo sighed and crossed to his friend. He pushed one leg over ungently and perched on the side of the bed. Then he took out his ever-present notebook and a pencil stub.

      He wrote, Who is the woman in the garden? and shoved the notebook in front of Makepeace’s eyes.

      Makepeace went cross-eyed for a second before focusing on the writing. “What woman? You’re mad, man, there isn’t any woman in any garden unless you’re talking about Eve and that garden, which would make you Adam and that I’d pay to see, especially if you wore a girdle of oak leaves —”

      During this ramble Apollo had taken back the notebook and written more. Now he showed it to the other man, cutting him off mid-rant: Green eyes, overdressed, pretty. Has a little boy named Indio.

      “Oh, that woman,” Makepeace said without any show of embarrassment. “Lily Stump. Best comic actress in this generation – perhaps any generation, come to think of it. She’s impossibly good – it’s almost as if she casts a spell over the audience, well certainly the male members. Uses the name Robin Goodfellow on the stage. Wonderful thing, made-up names. Quite useful.”

      Apollo gave him a jaundiced look at that. Asa Makepeace was more commonly known as Mr. Harte – though very few knew both of the man’s names. Makepeace had taken the false name when he’d first opened Harte’s Folly nearly ten years ago. Something to do with his family being a religious lot and disapproving of the stage and pleasure gardens in general. Makepeace had been vague about it the one time Apollo had quizzed him on the subject.

      Apollo scribbled in the notebook again. Get her out of my garden.

      Makepeace’s eyebrows shot up when he read the note. “You know, it’s actually my garden —”

      Apollo glared.

      Makepeace hastily held up his hands. “Although, of course, you have a significant investment in it.”

      Apollo snorted at that. Damned right a significant investment – to wit: all the capital he’d been able to scrape together four and a half years ago. And since he’d spent most of the intervening time ensconced in Bedlam, he hadn’t been able to acquire any other capital or income. His investment in Harte’s Folly was it – his only nest egg and the reason he couldn’t simply flee London. Until Harte’s Folly was once again on its feet and earning, Apollo had no way of getting his money back.

      Hence his decision to help by overseeing the landscaping of the ruined garden.

      Makepeace let his hands drop and sighed. “But I can’t make Miss Stump leave the garden.”

      Apollo didn’t bother writing this time. He just arched an incredulous eyebrow and cocked his head.

      “She hasn’t anywhere else to stay.” Makepeace rolled off the bed, suddenly alert.

      Apollo waited patiently. One good thing about being mute: silence had a tendency to make others talk.

      Makepeace sniffed his underarm, grimaced, and then pulled off his shirt before he broke. “I might’ve stolen her away from Sherwood at the King’s Theatre, which for some reason Sherwood took personally, the ass. He’s made it impossible for her to get work anywhere in London. So when she came to me last week unable to pay the rent on her rooms…”

      He shrugged and tossed the dirty shirt in a corner.

      Apollo’s eyebrows snapped together and he wrote furiously. I can’t keep in hiding with strangers running about the garden.

      Makepeace scoffed. “What about the gardeners we’ve hired? You haven’t made a fuss about them.”

      Can’t help them – we need the gardeners. Besides. None of them are as intelligent as Mrs. Stump. 

      “Miss Stump – there’s no Mr. Stump, as far as I know.”

      Apollo blinked, sidetracked, and cocked his head. The boy?

      “Her son.” Makepeace reached for a miraculously full jug of water, which he poured into a chipped basin. “You know how theater folk are sometimes. Don’t be such a Puritan.”

      So she wasn’t taken by another man. Not that it mattered – she thought him a literal idiot and he was in hiding from the King’s men after escaping Bedlam.

      Apollo sighed and wrote, You need to find her other lodging.

      Makepeace cocked his head to read the outthrust note, and dropped his mouth open like a gaffed carp. “Good God, what a wonderful idea, Kilbourne! I’ll just send her to my ancient family castle in Wales, shall I? It’s a bit run-down, but the seventy or so servants and acres and acres of land should more than make up for any inconvenience. Or maybe the château in the south of France would be more to her liking? I don’t know why I didn’t think of that myself, what with my many, many —”

      Apollo cut short this diatribe by shoving his friend’s head in the basin of water.

      Makepeace came up roaring, shaking his head so vigorously that Apollo might as well have taken the dip himself.

      “Ahem.”

      Both men whirled at the gentle cough.

      The aristocrat who stood just inside the door to Makepeace’s rooms wasn’t particularly tall – Asa had several inches on him and Apollo topped him by more than a head. The man was posed, one hip cocked gracefully, his hand languidly holding a gold-and-ebony cane. He was attired in a pink suit lavishly embroidered in bright blues, greens, gold, and black. Instead of the common white wig, he wore his golden hair unpowdered – though curled and carefully tied back with a black bow. Apollo had mentally named Valentine Napier, 7th Duke of Montgomery, a fop the first time he’d met him – the night Harte’s Folly had burned – and he’d had no cause to change that impression in the intervening months. He had, however, added an adjective: Montgomery was a dangerous fop.

      “Gentlemen.” Montgomery’s upper lip twitched as if in amusement. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything?”

      He looked slyly between them, making Apollo stiffen.

      “Only my morning toilet,” Makepeace said, ignoring the insinuation. He grabbed a cloth and vigorously rubbed his hair. “Feel free to go away and come back at a more convenient time, Your Grace.”

      “Oh, but you’re such a busy man,” Montgomery murmured, poking with his gold-topped cane at a stack of papers piled on a chair. The papers slid off, landing with a dusty crash on the floor. A tiny smile flickered across Montgomery’s face and Apollo was reminded of a gray cat his mother had once kept when he was a boy. The creature had loved to stroll along the mantelpiece in his mother’s sitting room, delicately batting the ornaments off the shelf. The cat had watched each ornament smash on the hearth with detached interest before moving on to the next.

      “Do have a seat,” Makepeace drawled. He pulled open a drawer in a chest and took out a shirt.

      “Thank you,” Montgomery replied without any sign of embarrassment. He sat, crossed his legs, and flicked a minuscule piece of lint off the silk of his breeches. “I’ve come to see about my investment.”

      Apollo frowned. He’d been against taking money from Montgomery from the start, but Makepeace had somehow talked him into it with his usual glib tongue. Apollo couldn’t shake the feeling that they’d made a pact with the Devil. Montgomery had been abroad for over ten years before his abrupt return to London and society. No one seemed to know much about the man – or what he’d been doing for those ten years – even if his title and family name were well known.

      Such mystery gave Apollo an itch between the shoulder blades.

      “Good,” Makepeace said loudly. “Everything’s going just dandy. Smith here has the landscaping well in hand.”

      “Sssm-i-th,” Montgomery drew out the ridiculous name Makepeace had given Apollo, making the sound into a sibilant hiss. He turned to Apollo and smiled quite sweetly. “And I believe that Mr. Makepeace said that your first name is Samuel, is it not?”

      “He prefers Sam,” Makepeace growled, tacking on a hasty “Your Grace.”

      “Indeed.” Montgomery was still smiling, almost to himself. “Mr. Sam Smith. Any relation to the Horace Smiths of Oxfordshire?”

      Apollo shook his head once.

      “No? A pity. I have some interests there. But it is a very common name,” Montgomery murmured. “And what plans do you have for the garden, may I ask?”

      Apollo flipped to the back of his notebook and showed it to the duke.

      Montgomery leaned forward, examining with pursed lips the sketches Apollo had made.

      “Very nice,” he said at last, and sat back. “I’ll drop by the garden later today to take a look, shall I?”

      Apollo and Makepeace exchanged glances.

      “No need for that, Your Grace,” Makepeace began for the both of them.

      “I know there’s no need. Call it a whim. In any case, I shan’t be denied. Expect me, Mr. Smith.”

      Apollo nodded grimly. He couldn’t put his finger on why it bothered him, but he didn’t like the idea of the duke sniffing about his garden.

      Montgomery twirled his walking stick, watching the glint of light off the gold top. “I collect that we’ll soon be in need of an architect to design and rebuild the various buildings in the pleasure garden.”

      “Sam’s just started work on the garden,” Makepeace said. “He’s got quite a lot to do – you’ve seen the state the place is in. There’s plenty of time to find an architect.”

      “No,” Montgomery replied firmly, “there isn’t. Not if we’re to reopen the garden within the next year.”

      “Within a year?” Makepeace squawked.

      “Indeed.” Montgomery stood and ambled to the door. “Haven’t I told you? I’m afraid I’m quite an impatient man. If the garden isn’t ready for visitors – and the money they’ll spend – by April of next year, I’m afraid I shall need my capital repaid.” He pivoted at the door and shot them another of his cherubic smiles. “With interest.”

      He closed the door gently behind him.

      “Well, bollocks,” Makepeace said blankly.

      Apollo couldn’t help but agree.

       

      “Is wantonish a real word?” Lily asked Maude several days later.

      She sat at the kitchen-cum-dining-room table while Maude hung their washing next to the fireplace.

      “Wantonish,” Maude said, rolling the word around her mouth. She shook her head decisively as she twitched one of Indio’s shirts into place over the drying rack. “No, never heard of it.”

      Damn! Lily pouted down at the play she was writing, A Wastrel Reform’d. Wantonish was such a wonderful W word – and she really needed more of those. “Well, does it matter if ’tisn’t a real word? William Shakespeare devised all sorts of new words, didn’t he?”

      Maude gave her a look. “You’re right clever, hinney, but you’re no Shakespeare.”

      “Hmm.” Lily bent back to her play. Wantonish sounded like a perfectly lovely word to her – quite sly and suggestive, rather like the heroine of her play. Just because no one had thought of the word before now didn’t seem like a good enough reason not to use it.

      She dipped her quill in the inkpot and wrote another line: “A Wastrel might indeed be wantonish but he’d surely not be wastefulish as well.”

      Lily cocked her head, eyeing the drying ink. Hmmm. Two imaginary words in one line. Best not tell Maude.

      Someone knocked on the theater door.

      Both Lily and Maude paused and stared at the door, because that had never happened before. Granted, they’d lived at the theater for less than a sennight, but still. It wasn’t the sort of place most people happened by.

      Lily frowned. “Where’s Indio?”

      Maude shrugged. “Went out to play right after luncheon.”

      “I told him to stay close,” Lily muttered, feeling a faint twinge of apprehension. She’d walked around to Mr. Harte’s rooms the day after she’d met Indio’s “monster,” but the man had been ridiculously adamant that the hulking brute couldn’t be moved from the garden. None of Lily’s well-reasoned arguments had persuaded the stubborn man and in the end she’d been forced to come away again, quite unsatisfied. Fortunately the mute hadn’t ventured near the ruined theater since. Unfortunately Indio had acquired a strange fascination with him. Several times the boy had disappeared with Daffodil into the garden, despite Lily’s dire threats regarding pudding and little boys who didn’t mind their mothers.

      She sighed as she rose to get the door. She was going to have to speak to Indio again about his “monster” – always assuming her son emerged from the garden.

      Lily pulled open the door to find a man dressed in a violet suit standing without, his back to her as he surveyed the garden.

      He turned and she was dazzled by his alarming prettiness. He had bright-blue eyes, long chocolate lashes, cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass, and a soft, curving mouth that she really wasn’t envious of. And to top it all off – as if to prove Providence really, truly wasn’t fair – he had guinea-gold hair, smooth and curling perfectly.

      When Lily had been a very small girl she’d prayed every night for golden hair.

      She blinked now. “Erm… yes?”

      He smiled. Lethally. “Have I the pleasure to address the illustrious Robin Goodfellow?”

      Lily straightened and raised her chin, employing her own smile – which, she had on good authority, could be quite devastating. Lily Stump might occasionally have bad posture, might have hair that wasn’t gold and sometimes wasn’t perfectly arranged, might in the dark of night have fears and self-doubts, but Robin Goodfellow had none of those things. Robin Goodfellow was a very popular actress who was beloved by all of London.

      And she knew it.

      So Robin Goodfellow smiled with just the right amount of impishness at the very pretty man – and by God made him blink.

      “You do indeed,” she said throatily.

      A spark of admiration lit within his gorgeous blue eyes. “Ah. Then may I introduce myself? I am Valentine Napier, Duke of Montgomery. I was informed by Mr. Harte that you resided here and I thought to make your acquaintance.”

      He swept the lace-trimmed black tricorn from his head and bowed low, holding his stick in the other hand.

      Behind her, something clattered.

      Lily didn’t turn to see what Maude had dropped. Instead she inclined her head coquettishly and dipped into a curtsy. “I’m most pleased to meet you, Your Grace. Won’t you take a dish of tea with me?”

      “I’d be honored, ma’am.”

      Lily pivoted and exchanged a significant look with Maude. They hadn’t planned for such a contingency, but Maude was an old hand in the theater and knew well the art of a false facade. “It’s such a lovely day. We’ll take our tea in the garden, Maude.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Maude said, immediately assuming the mask of a perfect servant.

      When Lily looked back, the duke was eyeing her speculatively. “Isn’t it a bit cold for tea outside?”

      She didn’t so much as narrow her eyes. He knew damned well why she wouldn’t let him in the wretched theater – she wasn’t about to parade her lowered state of affairs before him.

      “La, Your Grace, but I like the fresh air. Of course should you prefer a stuffy indoor setting —”

      “No, no,” he demurred, a gleam in his eye.

      She’d scored that point and well he knew it. But he seemed to take the setback in good humor. He stepped aside as Maude hurried out with two chairs – mismatched, of course, but Lily knew better than to apologize. To show any sort of weakness to a man like the duke was as ill-advised as a mouse’s bolting in front of a waiting cat.

      He gestured gallantly to a seat and she settled herself gracefully, watching as he took his own chair. The duke moved with a sort of lazy elegance that, she thought, belied how dangerous he might be.

      He glanced around at the devastated garden. “It’s a rather macabre spot, don’t you find?”

      “Not at all, Your Grace,” Lily lied. Surely he didn’t think he’d catch her out with such a mundane snare? “The atmosphere of the garden is terribly mysterious. I find it altogether charming – and a wonderful influence for my stagecraft. An actress must always find inspiration for herself and her art.”

      “I’m gratified to hear you say so,” the duke replied smoothly, “for as you know, I am now part owner of Harte’s Folly.” She must’ve given herself away somehow – a slight, involuntary movement or a widening of the eyes – for he leaned forward. “Ah, you didn’t know.”

      Wretched creature. She made herself relax. “La, I’m not apprised of every little business dealing with the garden, Your Grace.”

      “Of course not,” he murmured as Maude came out with a small footstool. She set it between them and disappeared back into the theater. The duke cocked an eyebrow at the plain wooden footstool and addressed it. “But this ‘little business dealing’ does put me in the position of your” – he cleared his throat delicately and looked up at her – “employer.”

      Maude returned with a tray of tea at that moment, saving Lily from an ill-conceived reply.

      Lily smiled as Maude set down the tray and poured tea for them both. Maude handed her the dish of tea with a question in her eyes. Lily held her gaze and murmured her thanks, signaling that she wasn’t in need of help.

      The maidservant gave a quiet huff and left.

      “She’s very loyal, isn’t she?” the duke observed.

      Lily took a sip of the tea. It was weak – Maude must’ve used the last of the good tea leaves – but hot. “Aren’t all good servants loyal, Your Grace?”

      He cocked his head as if seriously considering her comment, before replying decisively. “Not necessarily. A servant can serve quite adequately – even superbly – without any loyalty to his master at all.” He smiled, quick and mercurial. “As long, of course, as the master has fitted the servant with a proper bit between his teeth.”

      Lily repressed a shiver. What a very loathsome image. But then aristocrats weren’t like other people. They played with the lives of ordinary folk as easily as Indio poked a stick into an ant’s nest, never considering the destruction they caused.

      “I find I don’t much like the thought of bits,” Lily murmured.

      “No?” he asked. “Would you allow horses to run free?”

      “People aren’t horses.”

      “No, but servants are quite close,” he retorted. “Both servants and horses live to serve their master – or at least they should do. Otherwise they’re quite useless and need to be put down.”

      She stared at him, watching for the twinkle of the eye, the twitch of the lip, to indicate he jested.

      His countenance was pleasant but grave.

      Was he jesting?

      He took a sip of tea, watching her. “Don’t you think so, Miss Goodfellow?”

      “No, Your Grace,” she said sweetly, “I do not.”

      At that his wide lips did break into a smile – beautiful and corrupt. “You speak your mind, ma’am. How refreshing. Tell me, have you a protector?”

      Oh, dear God, she’d rather bed a snake. Not to mention the insultingly frank way he’d made his proposition.

      She smiled again – though it was becoming harder and harder to keep her expression polite. “Your Grace flatters me with his attention, but I have no wish for a protector.”

      “Don’t you?” He let his gaze travel skeptically over the falling-down theater she lived in. “But no doubt you know best your own circumstance.” His voice was politely doubtful. “I have another use for your, er, person that you might find more to your liking: an acquaintance of mine is hosting a house party in a few weeks and is planning to stage an especially written play as part of the festivities. He has engaged a theatrical troupe of players, but the lead actress has unfortunately found herself unable to play.” He made a slight moue. “A delicate indisposition, you understand.”

      “I do indeed,” Lily said coolly, feeling pity for the actress who had discovered herself with child and thus out of work. She hoped the poor woman had someone to care for her. Without Maude she wasn’t sure what she would have done when Indio arrived. “But I’m surprised, Your Grace.”

      He tilted his head, his blue eyes sparkling with interest. “Indeed?”

      “I would think the arranging of a simple house party play quite beneath your attention.”

      “Ah.” He smiled almost to himself. “I find I do like doing the occasional favor. It makes the receiver so much more in my debt.”

      Lily swallowed. Would the duke consider her in his debt now? Probably, but it really didn’t matter: she needed the work. Private theatricals were quite popular, but naturally expensive to produce and thus few and far between. She was lucky to have the offer. “I’d be pleased to act in the play.”

      “Wonderful,” the duke said. “I’m told that rehearsals won’t begin for another fortnight or so, as the play isn’t finished yet. I’ll contact you at the appropriate time, shall I?”

      “Thank you.”

      He smiled slowly. “Your talents are very much praised, Miss Goodfellow. I find myself looking forward to the party – and the play – with unforeseen anticipation.”

      Lily was still considering the proper reply to such a complicated comment when a muddy whirlwind burst from the blackened trees, followed closely by a tumbling ball of red-and-black mud. “Mama! Mama! You’ll never guess —”

      Indio skidded to a stop as he caught sight of their guest, falling abruptly silent.

      Sadly, Daffodil had no such impulse. The little greyhound halted by her friend and began yapping shrilly, the force of her barks making her front legs bounce off the ground.

      The duke narrowed his eyes very slightly at the dog and Lily suddenly felt an irrational fear for her pet.

      Maude came out of the theater and snatched up Daffodil, who decided to turn affectionate, laving the maidservant’s face with her pink tongue.

      “Enough of that now,” Maude scolded. “Come here, Indio.”

      She held out her hand for the boy and Indio started forward.

      “A moment,” Montgomery drawled. He halted the boy with a touch of his hand to Indio’s shoulder. The duke glanced at Lily. “This is your son?”

      Lily nodded, her fingers balling into fists in her lap. She didn’t know why the duke should take an interest in Indio, but she didn’t like it. Not at all.

      Montgomery placed a long forefinger under Indio’s chin and tilted his face up, staring at his curious eyes for several heartbeats.

      “Fascinating,” the duke drawled softly at last, “the dissimilar colors of his eyes. I believe I’ve only seen the like once before.”

      And he turned and smiled his beautiful snake smile at Lily.

       

      The boy was watching him again.

      It was late afternoon a day later and the sun was giving up the struggle behind a barrier of gray clouds as Apollo examined the ornamental pond. He and the other gardeners had spent the last three days dredging the stream that fed the pond, clearing it of debris so the pond might once again be filled with freshwater. It had been filthy, muddy work, but the result was already apparent: the water level in the pond was rising. An old stone bridge arched to a little island in the middle and Apollo raised both hands, palms out, fingers together and pointed up, thumbs at right angles, making a frame for the view between.

      Nearby the bushes rattled as the boy shifted – and then froze like a hare hiding from a fox.

      Apollo was careful to show no sign that he’d noticed the child.

      He considered the picture within his frame. Originally he’d thought to tear the bridge down – it was much the worse for wear from the fire – but looking at it now, he thought it might become a rustic ruin with the right plantings around it. Perhaps an oak at the near shore and a grouping of reeds or a single flowering tree on the island.

      He sighed and dropped his hands. Trees were his most pressing problem. Most hadn’t survived the fire, and of course for one to mature took many years. He’d read about transplanting fully grown trees – the French were said to be able to do so – but he’d never tried it himself.

      Time enough to worry about that. For today he still had to pull yet another dead tree from the ground. He pivoted – and exhaled hard as his right foot slid on the slippery pond bank. Apollo caught himself and grimaced down at his boot, covered with the stinking green slime that still lined the bank where the pond had retreated from the original shoreline.

      From the bushes came a gasp, presumably at his near fall. What the child found so fascinating about him, Apollo had no idea. His work was the same as the other gardeners’ – tedious and wearying – yet the boy seemed to spy only on him. In fact, Apollo had noticed that Indio’s hiding place became closer every day, until today the boy was only feet away. He was beginning to wonder if the boy wanted to be noticed.

      Apollo bent to pick up his long-handled adze. He swung it over his head and then down into the soft ground at the root of a stump. The heavy adze hit with a satisfying thump and he could feel that he’d struck one of the main roots.

      He wiped his brow with the sleeve of his shirt and heaved the adze free from the stump. Then he swung again.

      “Daff,” came a hiss from the bushes.

      Apollo’s lips twitched. Indio hadn’t chosen a particularly adept spy-mate. The greyhound obviously didn’t understand his young master’s need for stealth. Even now she was wandering out of their hiding place, nose to the ground, more interested in some scent than Indio’s frantic call. “Daff. Daffodil.”

      Apollo sighed. Was he really expected not to notice the dog? He was mute, not blind – or deaf.

      Daffodil ambled right up to his feet. She’d apparently lost her fear of him in the last week of spying – or perhaps she was simply bored of sitting still. In any case she sniffed the tree stump and the adze, and then abruptly sat to scratch one ear vigorously.

      Apollo extended a hand for the little dog to sniff, but the silly thing jumped back at his movement. She was quite near the pond bank and her sudden leap caused her back legs to slip in the mud. She tumbled down the bank and into the water, disappearing beneath the surface.

      “Daff!” The boy ran from his hiding place, his eyes huge with fear.

      Apollo put out his hand, blocking him.

      The boy tried to dart around his outstretched arm. “She’ll drown!”

      Apollo seized him and swung the boy off his feet and then set him down firmly, placing his hands on his shoulders and bending to stare into his eyes. He narrowed his eyes and growled, never so frustrated by his loss of speech as now. He couldn’t argue with the child – tell him what he meant to do and instruct him to obey, and thus he was reduced to animal grunting. Better the boy should fear him, though, than drown trying to rescue his pet.
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