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SATURDAY, JUNE 6, 1812


We were to meet him at midnight in the Dark Walk. It was not an ideal arrangement: two unaccompanied women confronting a blackmailer in the most ill-lit, deserted part of Vauxhall Gardens. Still, I had come prepared—more or less. Now all we had to do was wait until the hour was upon us.


I angled my pendant watch at the oil lamps hanging high in the branch above my head but could not make out the dainty face. The famous light show was near its end; the thousand or so colored lamps, strung in festoons around the trees and pavilions, had all begun to gutter. Well, for once my unladylike height would be an advantage. Raising myself onto tiptoes, I lifted the timepiece to the dying glow of the nearest lamp. Finally, a glint of gold hands: a quarter to midnight.


I touched my sister’s arm. She turned from watching the dancers silhouetted before the orchestra tower.


“Already?” she asked over Mr. Handel’s soaring music.


“It is at least ten minutes to the Dark Walk.”


She drew her lilac shawl tightly around her shoulders. “Are you sure we should do this, Gussie? We cannot trust this man to keep his word, especially in such a lonely place. He could attack us.”


She was right. Mr. Harley had already proved himself dishonorable, and while the Dark Walk had a reputation as an illicit meeting place for lovers, it also had a grim history of assaults upon women, and sometimes even men. Nevertheless, I had promised Charlotte, Lady Davenport, that we would retrieve her letters as discreetly as possible. She had stood by us after the scandalous death of our father, so there had been no question that we would help her in return. Honor was not only the province of men, despite popular belief.


I hefted my reticule up between us, the rock within stretching the knitted purse out of its pineapple shape. All in all one of my less successful knitting efforts, but at least it made a substantial weapon.


My sister eyed it with misgiving. “We will end up transported to the colonies.”


“Nonsense. I doubt I will have to use it. He wants his payment; we want the letters. It will be a straightforward exchange.” More to the point, I hoped I would not have to use it. The idea for the makeshift weapon had come to me very late—less than an hour before we left for the gardens—so I had only managed twenty minutes of swinging practice in the stables. I hit my target two out of ten times: not an inspiring score.


Julia blew a resigned breath, the force of it fluttering the curl of purple feathers in her hair. Lilac shawl, purple feathers, gray gown; the shades of mourning. June and its sad anniversary of her betrothed’s death was always a difficult month for my dear girl.


“Do you have the necklace?” I asked.


She held up her own reticule by its drawstring, the black beaded purse swinging between us like a pendulum. “I have checked it twenty times since we arrived. Will Lord Davenport not notice such beautiful diamonds gone?”


“Charlotte says he notices nothing but claret, cards, and horses.” Which was to say, he was like every other married man in London.


“Lady Augusta! Is that Lady Julia with you?” a shrill voice called out. “But of course it is. How pleasant to see you both.”


Julia squeezed her eyes shut and resolutely stayed facing the orchestra. “Oh Lud. We do not have time for her.”


Indeed, we did not. But unlike Julia, I already faced the owner of the voice, and so had to smile our welcome as she advanced upon us.


“Lady Kellmore, how do you do?” I called back. I glanced at my sister. We should run.


Julia’s mouth quirked. I wish we could. Sometimes we did not need to speak our thoughts to each other; we could read them within the other’s face. Our father had called it our langue de twin.


Reluctantly, my sister turned to add her greeting and gave a soft groan, her pain no doubt due to the approaching burgundy-, orange-, and apple-green-striped gown.


“I am frozen to the marrow!” Lady Kellmore declared. “This summer may as well call itself winter and be done with it.” She dipped a curtsy in answer to our own, her thin-lipped mouth pulled down into a grimace of sadness. “I am here with my brother’s party but thought to offer my condolences to you, Lady Julia, since it is the second anniversary of Lord Robert’s accident. I always said yours would have been the wedding of the year. We had all waited so long for one of you Colebrook twins to marry.” She glanced my way, gathering me into the horror of our long spinsterhood. “Alas, it was not to be, was it? My own dear Kellmore is, of course, third cousin once removed to the Hays and it was such a blow to the family.” She peered more closely at Julia’s rictus smile. “And to you, of course. I see that you grieve still.”


My sister managed to nod.


Holy star, if the woman kept this up she would drive Julia straight into an ocean of despair. This Vauxhall venture was meant to distract my sister from her sorrow, not exacerbate it. I took Julia’s arm in preparation to leave, but Lady Kellmore was already wading into deeper waters.


“Such bad luck.” Her green-gloved fingers momentarily circled the crepey folds of her throat. “To break one’s neck during the hunt, and on such a low fence. Kellmore told me Lord Robert was always coming off—not the best of seats—but this time . . .” She brought her hands together in a muffled clap that made my sister flinch. “Snapped clean through. I blame that nasty Lord Brandale and his stupid course. It was all so sad.”


“It was indeed a sad time,” I said before Julia could engage. “Alas, we are on our way home, but it has been such a pleasure to see you again.”


I gave a nod of farewell and tugged on my sister’s arm, steering her down the small slope toward the orchestra tower. Her body was as tense as a harp string, the soft curve of her jaw clenched so hard that for once it matched my own angular lines.


“Put her out of your mind, dearest,” I said over the opening bars of a finishing dance. “She means well but has all the delicacy of a draft horse.”


“She is quite wrong about Robert’s seat—it was admirable,” Julia hissed as we skirted the dancers and stepped off the flattened grass onto the raked gravel of the Grand Walk.


I refrained from commenting—I had seen Lord Robert ride— but Julia’s anger was heartening. Anything was better than the deep melancholy of the last two weeks.


Before us, festoons of blue and red lamps hung between the sycamore and elm trees that lined the wide path, their illumination still reassuringly steady. The Grand Walk was the heart of the pleasure gardens, but the company was scant here too. Most of the supper boxes that fronted the walkway had been vacated, only a few parties still drinking sack and picking at the dishes before them. We passed the box we had hired, decorated with Mr. Hayman’s Maypole dancers painted upon the back wall, its beauty obscured by two waiters deftly stacking our abandoned dishes. The smell of roasted chicken and ham lingered in the air, reminding me I had been too distracted to eat the supper we had ordered. It was clear the evening’s entertainment was almost at its end: the gardens would be closing soon. The Dark Walk would most likely be deserted by now. An ominous prospect. Then again, we did not want any witnesses to our sordid exchange.


I linked my arm through Julia’s, for warmth as much as solidarity, and we crunched along the wide boulevard.


“We should have worn half boots,” I said. “I can feel every pebble through my slippers.”


“One cannot wear half boots with full dress,” Julia said firmly. “Even in circumstances of duress.”


I stifled a smile. My sister’s sense of style and occasion was always impeccable, and rather too easy to poke.


Julia glanced sideways at me. “Oh, very funny. Next you’ll be suggesting we wear unmentionables.”


“If only we could,” I said. “Breeches would be far more convenient than silk gowns.”


“How would you know?” Julia demanded. “Heavens, Gus, you haven’t actually donned Father’s clothing, have you?”


She knew I had kept some of our father’s clothes after his death; he and I had been much the same height and wiry build. By all rights, the clothes belonged to our brother on his succession to the title—as all our father’s property did—but I had taken them anyway. A connection to him and a memento mori of sorts.


“Of course not. I am only surmising.”


Julia settled back against my arm. “To even try them would be ghoulish.” She nudged me gently and angled her sweet smile up at me. “Even so, you would look rather dashing in, say, a hussar’s uniform. You have the commanding height for it, and the gold trim would match your hair.”


I snorted. Julia was, as ever, being too loyal. My brown hair did not even approach gold—in fact, it now had streaks of silver— and my five foot nine inches had so far in my life proved to be more awkward than commanding. She, on the other hand, had been blessed with the Colebrook chestnut hair, as yet untouched by age, and stood at a more dainty five foot two inches.


When we were children I had once cried because we were not identical. Our father had taken me aside and told me that he found such duplications unsettling and he was well satisfied with his two mismatched girls. He had been a good father and a better man. Yet in the eyes of society, his sordid death atop a rookery whore five years ago had become the sum of him.


It had nearly tainted my sister and me, too, for I had recklessly gone to the hovel to retrieve my father—I could not bear to think of his body gawped at by the masses, or as a source of their sport. As fate would have it, I was seen at the brothel. An unmarried woman of breeding should not even know about such places, let alone debase herself by entering one and speaking to the inhabitants. I became the latest on-dit and it was only the staunch support of our most influential friends that silenced the scandalmongers and returned us to the invitation lists.


A small group of middlings—the women with shawls clasped over dimity gowns and the men in belcher neckerchiefs and sober wools—clustered around a singer at the side of the path. The woman’s plaintive ballad turned Julia’s head as we passed.


“‘The Fairy Song,’” she said. “One of Robert’s favorites.”


I quickened our pace past the memory; fate seemed to be conspiring against me.


We attracted a few glances as we walked toward the gloomy entrance to the Dark Walk, mainly from women on the arms of their spouses, their thoughts in the tight pinch of their mouths.


“Maybe we should have brought Samuel and Albert,” Julia whispered. She had seen the matronly judgment too.


“Charlotte does not want our footmen knowing her business,” I said. “Besides, we are not quivering girls in our first season. We do not need to be chaperoned all the time.”


“Do you remember the code we girls made up to warn each other about the men in our circle?” Julia asked. “The code based on these gardens.”


“Vaguely.” I searched my memory. “Let me see: a Grand Walk was a pompous bore, a Supper Box was a fortune hunter . . .”


“And a Dark Walk was the reddest of red flags,” Julia said. “Totally untrustworthy, never be alone with him. It was based on all those awful attacks that happened in the Dark Walk at the time. Do you recall?”


I did—respectable young girls pulled off the path and assaulted in the worst way.


“That was more than twenty years ago, my dear. We are women of forty-two now, well able to look after ourselves.”


“That is not what Duffy would say.”


Indeed, our brother, the Earl of Duffield, would be horrified to know we had gone to Vauxhall Gardens on our own, let alone braved the lewd reputation of the Dark Walk.


“Duffy would have us forever hunched over embroidery or taking tea with every mama who saw her daughter as the new Lady Duffield.”


“True,” Julia said, “but you are so vehement only because you know this is beyond the pale. Not to mention dangerous.”


I did not meet her eye. My sister knew me too well.


“Well, we are here, anyway,” I said, indicating the Dark Walk to our right.


Huge gnarly oaks lined either side of the path, their overhanging branches almost meeting in the middle to make a shadowy tunnel of foliage. One lamp lit the entrance but I could see no other light farther along the path. Nor any other person.


“It lives up to its name,” Julia said.


We both considered its impenetrable depths.


“Should we do as Duffy would want and turn back?” I asked.


“I’d rather wear dimity to the opera,” Julia said and pulled me onward.


I knew my sister just as well as she knew me.


Above us, the leafy canopy made the air seem even colder, and only the glimpses of the half-moon between the branches provided light. The bright sounds of the pleasure gardens—music and voices and the distant clash of crockery—grew more and more muffled as we trod the path.


“Charlotte said we were to head in the direction of the mural of the artist, and Mr. Harley will hail us at some point,” I whispered. The mural was, apparently, a painted joke: the canvas depicting an artist with ladder and pots and brushes who was painting the very mural upon which he stood. I peered into the gloom, finding the faint outline of a very large rectangle at the far end of the long path, the moonlight falling upon it in a strange, flat manner. “I think that may be it up ahead.”


“Why is Charlotte not doing this herself?” Julia asked. “Why did you say we would do it?”


“Because she invited us to all her routs and dinners after Father died and did not allow anyone to turn their back on us.”


Charlotte had been one of those friends who had used all her position and influence on my behalf without any expectation of return. In fact, she had not even asked for this favor to reclaim her letters from her blackmailing lover. Rather, I had offered our services when she told me the sorry tale. It had seemed the perfect way to repay her generosity and at the same time distract my sister.


“You are exaggerating again,” Julia protested. “I remember no one turning their back.”


I tucked in my chin. My sister had a tendency to rewrite history. No, that was too harsh. She saw a kinder, godlier world than I did; a happy outlook that I was determined she should keep. I knew, from experience, that the alternative was far too bleak.


Julia allowed me to quicken our pace. “We should have brought a lamp.”


“From where? The convenient lamp shop beside the orchestra?” My voice held too much edge.


“Don’t be such a Miss Snippety-snap,” Julia said.


I pressed her arm in apology. Uncertainty and ill-conceived plans always made me sharp.


“Ah.” She pointed. “Do you see?”


Indeed, I did: a dim glow, set beyond the edge of the path. A lamp. The light moved forward as we approached, and the figure of a man in a tall beaver hat and greatcoat stepped onto the path.


“Mr. Harley?” I inquired.


The man bowed. From what I could see in the light from his lamp, he was well-made, with a neat waist and wide shoulders made even more impressive by the extravagance of capes upon his greatcoat. He failed a little, perhaps, in his height: an inch or so shorter than myself, although he definitely had the weight and reach advantage. I could smell Price and Gosnell’s lavender water, the same scent our brother wore. The choice of the fashionable man, or, more likely in this case, the man aping his betters. His face was handsome, too, in an expected kind of way: nothing overly individual but everything well modeled. A broad brow, a bold chin, and a wide mouth currently sporting a charming smile. The truth of Mr. Harley, however, was in his eyes: pale blue and narrowed into an expression of irritated calculation. Why on earth had Charlotte risked so much for him?


“She has sent you?” he demanded. “Of course she did. Not one for facing consequences.”


“If you refer to the Countess of Davenport then, yes, we are her emissaries.” His obnoxious manner prompted me to voice my thought. “I cannot see what she saw in you, though.”


His smiled widened. “The countess was quite satisfied with our liaison. Why, she was so satisfied she could barely move from the bed.”


My cheeks heated. Beside me, Julia gasped and gripped my arm to steady herself in the face of such vulgarity.


“Now to the matter at hand,” Harley added, his voice shifting from sly innuendo into brisk business. “Follow me.”


He turned and stepped farther into the bushes, the light illuminating a rough track. From the fresh snap of branches and trampled grass, it had been recently forced.


Julia tugged my sleeve. “Gus, we cannot go off the path.”


“Mr. Harley, we will deal here,” I said loudly to his retreating back.


He stopped and turned, the yellow lamplight catching his frown. “No, Lady Augusta, we will deal where I say we deal.”


So he knew who we were. I should have expected it. A man with such a calling would, of course, be in possession of a well-thumbed Debrett’s.


“I think not,” I said, keeping my voice measured. “We deal here or we do not deal at all.”


He stood for a moment—at least five of my hard heartbeats— then slowly retraced his steps. Beside me, Julia gave a shallow sigh of relief.


I glanced at her and tilted my head: Stand behind me, dearest.


Her mouth tightened: I stay at your side.


Brave girl, but I knew she was not built for confrontation. I widened my eyes: Please!


Reluctantly, she stepped back. I was, after all, fifteen minutes the elder and seven inches taller. Besides, I had the rock. I shifted my reticule, feeling the reassuring swing of it.


He stopped before me and looked both ways along the path. In the distance, the shadowy figure of a man stood before the mural, apparently studying it with intensity. Otherwise the Dark Walk was empty, the leaves of the moon-silvered trees around us whispering in the cool night breeze.


“Show me the necklace,” he said.


“Show me the letters,” I said, matching his curt tone.


We gauged each other—both standing our ground—and he gave a slight nod. I turned to collect Julia’s reticule as Mr. Harley reached inside his greatcoat.


“I believe we can make a—” I stopped, for I was staring into the barrel of a pistol. A sixteen-bore, if I was not mistaken. The cur had actually drawn a gun upon us.


“Give it to me, Lady Augusta,” Mr. Harley said.


Rage as much as fear wound my hand back. I swung my reticule at him with all my strength, the silk-clad rock slamming upward into his nether regions. He gave a piercing shriek and, for an instant, I saw the shock upon his face. I had found my mark! He crumpled to his knees, lamp and gun dropping from his hands into the undergrowth. I lunged and scooped up the gun. Harley was already rising from his pain, his face red and his expression murderous. He had to stay down. I tapped him sharply across the temple with the gun butt, just enough to knock him free of his senses. At least I hoped it was just enough; there was always a margin for error.


He toppled heavily onto his side.


For a moment, Julia and I stared at his prone body.


“Oh, Gus, what have you done?” Julia finally said, her voice soft with horror.


“He is not dead.” My words were more hope than certainty.


“He could have shot you! He could have shot me!”


“No. It was not cocked.”


If there was one thing I did know, it was whether a gun was cocked or not: the advantage of having a hunting-mad father and a very careful gamekeeper who had not balked at teaching a young lady how to shoot. Whether or not I had known it before I struck the man was another matter altogether—one best left unpicked.


“Here, hold this.” I passed Julia the pistol—only a small tremble in my hand—and retrieved the fallen lamp, still alight. I peered into Harley’s face. Alarmingly pale. I pulled my glove off and gingerly cupped my bare fingers near his nose and mouth. Ah, a soft expulsion of air upon my skin. I had not killed him. For that, I was thankful. I set the lamp down and edged my hand into his greatcoat pocket. Empty.


“Hurry,” Julia urged, holding the pistol as if it were a dead rat. “Someone is coming!”


By the sound of his footsteps, the man who had been viewing the mural was heading our way at some speed. I wrenched the other side of Mr. Harley’s greatcoat out from under the weight of his body and thrust my hand into the freed pocket. My fingers closed around a wad of paper tied with ribbon.


“I say, are you all right down there?” the man called.


Julia slid the gun into her reticule as I pulled the wad free. A stack of letters, with an address scrawled in Charlotte’s hand upon the top packet.


Mr. Harley stirred, his eyelids fluttering open.


I leaned in, only inches from his bemused expression. “Leave London, Mr. Harley,” I said slowly and clearly, “or we will expose you for the blackguard you are. Do you understand?”


The sense of my words locked into his eyes. He nodded.


“Is that you, Lady Julia? Is Lady Augusta with you?” I recognized the voice: Bertie Helden. Not the sharpest needle in the case, but a gentleman to the core. “Are you all right? I must say, I don’t think Duffield would want to see you here.”


I rose from my crouch and wrapped my glove around the letters, hiding the package in the folds of my muslin skirts.


“Lord Cholton, well met,” Julia said brightly as Bertie peered in upon our scene, his round face flushed from exertion. “We are well, but we were passing and saw this poor man. He seems to have collapsed.”


Bertie considered the figure of Harley and shook his head. “I’ll wager the fool is just foxed. I am sorry you had to see such a display. Do not worry, I shall inform the garden constables.”


“Thank you, Lord Cholton,” I said and curtsied.


Taking the cue, my sister curtsied, too, and we retreated along the path as Bertie bent to the aid of the detestable and dazed Mr. Harley.
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ST. GEORGE’S HANOVER SQUARE CHURCH, LONDON


Holy Communion used to give me comfort, but now it was a hollow act. I crossed myself and pressed my lips over the sour-cherry taste of the wine. Reverend Cartwright made the holy sign, wiped the chalice rim with its white cloth, and stepped across to the next supplicant kneeling at the altar rail.


He had not yet recognized the goat among his flock of lambs: a somewhat oblivious shepherd.


I rose from my knees, gathered my hem from the danger of my bootheels, and followed Julia back along the aisle to our box. A few months ago, that short journey would not even have registered upon me. Now it felt as if all eyes seared through my chest, finding the black stain of doubt upon my heart. A foolish notion, and yet the thought of being discovered was insupportable. To be an apostate was worse than being Catholic.


More to the point, if Julia found out I no longer believed, her fear for my eternal soul would be more painful than the doubt itself. It would be too cruel to rock her faith when she needed it most.


Six months ago our doctor had diagnosed a small thickening within her breast. He had said it was likely to be cancer, but he could not be sure. On that slim uncertainty, Julia had made me promise not to dwell upon it in either thought or conversation. It was God’s will, she had said, and so she could bear whatever was to come. Even then, something within me balked at such a statement. What kind of god allowed such suffering—the untimely demise of a beloved betrothed and father and now a breast canker—to fall upon one of his most devoted worshippers? Certainly not one that I wished to exalt.


I swung open the oak door of our box and sat back down on the cushioned pew next to my sister. Our father had purchased the family box in St. George’s years ago, partly because the church was convenient to his two London addresses, but mainly because it was the most fashionable church in London. Perhaps the god whose existence I now questioned would smite me for sitting in his house. A philosophical absurdity—if he did not exist then he could not smite me. In the last month or so I had found it took a great deal more philosophy to doubt than it did to believe.


Charlotte sat in the opposite box, eyes downcast as if in prayer, but I could see her expression: set somewhere between boredom and impatience. I had her letters and diamond necklace wrapped discreetly in a linen handkerchief in my reticule, ready for their triumphant return. She must have felt my attention, for she looked up and smiled. I glanced at the doors of the church and tilted my head: Meet me after the service? She nodded.


I still could not reconcile the idea of her with Mr. Harley. I suppose there was no accounting for the draw of carnal desire. I had not truly felt that kind of yearning for some time and so perhaps I had forgotten the power of it. What made one person ache for the touch of another, especially if there was little love in the equation? The question occupied my mind until we were finally released into the unusually humid morning.


“That was a rather long sermon,” Charlotte commented as I joined her on the portico. She stood beside the last stone column, fanning herself and keeping her other acquaintances at bay with a haughty tilt of her head.


“Perhaps he is hoping to bore the sin out of us,” I said.


Charlotte waved her fan down her elegant length. “Then, behold, I am sinless.”


“I doubt it, my dear,” I said dryly, winning an earthy laugh from my friend. “Still, you are now at least safe from the sins of others.” I drew out the letters and necklace, wrapped discreetly in linen, from my reticule. A glance at the open church door reassured me we were unobserved by the departing congregation. “We not only retrieved your letters but, as it transpired, kept the necklace as well.”


Charlotte closed her fan and took the packet. “Thank you, Augusta.” She clasped my hand for a second, a gesture that spoke volumes, for she was not one for casual intimacies. She tucked the packet into her own reticule. “But how did you manage to keep the diamonds? The Edward Harley I know would not give up such a prize easily.”


I gave a quick summary of the previous night’s adventure.


“Good God, he drew a gun upon you? I knew he was a touch smoky, but I did not expect him to be an out-and-out scoundrel. I am glad he is leaving London, but I am sorry to have put you both in such danger.”


I waved away the apology. “It certainly distracted Julia from her melancholy.”


Charlotte looked across the portico where my sister stood in conversation with the vicar. “Are you sure? Forgive me, but she still looks rather wan to me.”


“It is just this sudden heat,” I said. “I assure you Vauxhall did her a world of good.”


Charlotte blinked at the false note in my voice, but I could not air my true concern. Julia had not only forbidden me to dwell upon her diagnosis; she had also sworn me to complete secrecy. The knowledge of it sat within me like a flinty stone, always grating upon my spirit but occasionally shifting into this sharp jab of fear.


Old Mr. Pontworth walked past on his cane, nodding his farewell to us. We returned the salute with smiles. Charlotte waited until he was out of earshot, then said, “If you truly think it helped, I may have another venture that will divert Julia.”


I stared at her, aghast. Had she learned nothing?


She snorted, covering the inelegance with her kid-gloved hand.


“Do give me some credit, my dear. No, this is another matter entirely and not my own. I will understand, however, if you do not wish to be involved, especially after Mr. Harley’s violence.”


“Mr. Harley did not frighten me in the least. What is the venture?”


She nodded toward a small group of people waiting for their carriage to move up in the queue of equipages. “Do you see that girl in the blue pelisse?”


I did. Her face was turned away from me, but she held herself in the same manner that Charlotte did, with the easy grace of the natural beauty. Unlike Charlotte, however, she also had a fragility about her, emphasized perhaps by the severe line of her military-inspired pelisse and the tall shako hat set upon her blond curls.


“That is Millicent Defray,” Charlotte added.


Defray. I knew the name but could not place the connection. I needed Julia’s memory.


Charlotte saw my struggle. “Millicent married Henry Defray three years past and is one of Georgina Randall’s daughters.”


“Ah yes.” Georgina Randall was an old seminary friend of Charlotte’s and, if I recalled correctly, her three daughters had all made good matches in their first seasons. A maternal triumph. “Is Millicent in some kind of trouble?”


“No. It is her older sister Caroline. I stand as godmother to both girls, and dear Millicent has applied for my help, but I cannot see a way forward. Perhaps you and Julia could speak to her?”


“If you cannot help her, I do not see what we can offer.”


Charlotte raised her brows, fixing her eyes upon mine. “Do you not, my friend? I see a great deal of courage and cleverness and, frankly, a desperate need to commit to a purpose bigger than just this.” She gestured to the polite society gathered at the church door.


“I have a purpose,” I said, waving away her double meaning and sweet concern. “To distract my sister from her melancholy. But you are right, inasmuch as Julia does seem happier when aimed at a purpose. So, tell me Caroline’s problem.”


“I think it would be best if Millicent told you the story herself. Will you speak to her, Augusta? If you wish to distract Julia, then this would certainly do it. And you would be helping a very sweet girl. Two, in fact.”


“Charlotte, you are being excessively coy. What is their difficulty?”


My friend, however, merely shook her head. “I will tell Millicent to call upon you tomorrow.”
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HANOVER SQUARE, LONDON


The drawing room door opened. A deep, polite clearing of a throat brought my eyes up from The Times and its report that Lord Liverpool had been appointed our replacement prime minister after the shocking assassination of Perceval a month ago.


Our butler stood at the doorway, his eyes slightly narrowed.


At the table, Julia stopped sorting her embroidery cottons. “Oh no, what is it, Weatherly?”


A casual observer would have seen only the impassive face of a well-trained butler, but Julia and I both knew he brought unwelcome news. Weatherly had been with our family since we were eighteen, and over the past twenty-four years we had come to understand his every expression. As, indeed, he had come to understand ours. He had arrived at our father’s house as a newly freed man and worked his way from third footman to underbutler. Then, ten years ago, when Father allowed Julia and me to set up our own household in his second London residence, Weatherly came with us as our butler. Hence, he considered himself the main guardian of our well-being and managed us all, from kitchen maid to earl’s daughters, with grave efficiency leavened by the occasional touch of dry humor.


“Lord Duffield is on his way from the mews, my ladies. He is reported to be in some”—he paused for emphasis—“agitation.”


Julia glanced at me. Vauxhall.


I nodded. Our brother only visited to either scold us or ask us to act as hostess for some concert or theater party he had arranged. Someone must have reported back to him that we had gone to Vauxhall on our own. Perhaps dear Bertie had mentioned it. He could never keep anything to himself.


I released a resigned breath. “Tea, then, Weatherly.”


“Yes, my lady. Cook has just made a batch of her almond praline biscuits. May I suggest a plate? I believe they are Lord Duffield’s favorite.”


“Good idea. Thank you.”


Weatherly bowed and retreated.


“I wonder just how much of the story Duffy has,” Julia said.


“Hopefully only our presence at the gardens and nothing else.”


I placed my newspaper on the side table and rose from the armchair, feeling the need to walk out some of my irritation. These missions of brotherly correction always raised my hackles; he was, after all, our junior by five years. I had to admit, too, that the events at Vauxhall had left me somewhat uneasy with myself: hitting Mr. Harley may have been justified self-defense, but it was not civilized behavior. And without civility there could only be chaos.


At the window, I lifted my watch to the light and noted the time: near eleven o’clock. Early for Duffy to be out. I let the watch drop back upon its neck chain. The small gold timepiece—a prime example of Prior’s artistry—had been a present from my father. A gift given to me would usually be replicated for my twin, but not in this case. On presenting the watch to me, my father had said that my mind was one that sought order, like a man’s, and that he felt I would appreciate the new instruments that could measure time with precision. He was right: I did find some strange solace in the accurate circling of its hands, and a sense of control by knowing how time passed. Although, right now, that knowledge was adding to my ill humor.


I looked down into Hanover Square, seeking diversion. The world outside was abuzz. A bun man called his wares, stopping his raucous song as one of the undercooks from next door ran out to meet him. Across the fenced green, the Kempseys’ maid swept their front steps, and an oysterman hauled a small barrel from his cart and hoisted it onto his meaty shoulder. Lord Alvaney’s curricle passed with his matched pair of bays—such sweet steppers—and a lady in a truly hideous blue bonnet trimmed with squirrel traipsed the footpath toward Bond Street, a drab companion in her wake.


None of it diverted me from my resentment.


“I am not in the mood for one of Duffy’s lectures,” I said.


“I know.” Julia abandoned her cottons and joined me at the window, placing a sympathetic hand upon my shoulder. “He does it because he thinks you do not respect him, just as Father did not. Besides, he has the right to lecture us now, as head of our family.”


I squinted malevolently at the last comment, prompting a soft snort of laughter from my sister.


“So, we stay with the story that we visited the gardens to hear Mr. Handel’s new music?” she asked.


“It will have to do.”


Julia picked a curled yellow petal from one of the roses arranged upon the side table. “I wonder, is there enough time to change the flowers?”


“I doubt Duffy will notice.”


“That is not the point. Fresh flowers are very calming and always brighten up a room.”


Since my sister was ten times more interested in the style of our home than I was, I said no more. Besides, the decoration of the house had been her project from the start, and the last thing I wished to do—especially now—was divert her from any enjoyment or distraction. She shook her head, clearly abandoning the idea. “I fear he will arrive midarrangement and that will not do.”


Her prophecy proved correct. Less than a minute later, Duffy walked at uncharacteristic speed around the corner and ascended the steps to our front door. I returned to my chair and paper and Julia to her embroidery cottons. A tableau of domestic bliss.


The door opened again to admit Weatherly, who announced, “The Earl of Duffield.”


Duffy strode into the room as we rose to curtsy.


“Sisters,” he said, bowing.


As was his custom, our brother wore an elegant Weston coat with his cravat tied in the difficult mathematical style and his Colebrook chestnut hair pomaded into a passable Brutus. All in all, the very picture of a fashionable London gentleman. Although, like the ghastly Mr. Harley, he did lack somewhat in height. Duffy stood at least two inches shorter than me, which had enraged him as a boy and still infuriated him as a man.


“Brother,” I said with too much edge. Julia shot me a glance. “How pleasant to see you,” I added for her peace of mind.


“Do take a seat,” Julia said. Her manners were always exemplary, even amid familial discord. “We have just this minute ordered tea.”


“Excellent.” Duffy sat on the sofa as Julia took the other armchair beside me. He looked around the room, foot tapping upon the carpet. Not his usual manifestation of anger; he was more a pace-the-room type of man.


“We were not expecting a visit today,” I prompted.


“No. I was in the area.”


That, it appeared, was the end of that conversation. After another few moments of his foot tapping, room inspection, and silence, I decided to wade in again. “Did you read about Liverpool? He cannot be pleased about being the Regent’s fifth choice, but at least he should be able to form a government and hold the cabinet together.”


Duffy shook his head. “Really, Augusta, you only embarrass yourself with these unwomanly opinions.”


“What news do you bring, brother?” Julia asked quickly, intercepting my indignation. She glanced at me again, another plea for harmony. I bit back my comment.


He sat up slightly. “What do you mean my news? What have you heard?”


“Nothing. Should we have heard something?” Julia asked.


He settled back in his seat. “No. That is, I do have some news—”


The door opened to admit Samuel, our footman, with the tea tray and, I noted, a generous plateful of almond biscuits. He placed the tray on the side table between Julia and me.


“Thank you, Samuel. You may go,” I said.


“Is the tea already in the pot?” Duffy asked, plainly appalled. “Do you trust your servants to measure it?”


“We do,” Julia said mildly. She picked up the pot and began to pour.


“They’ll steal from you, mark my words.”


“They have not done so yet,” I said, which I thought was remarkably restrained.


“What is your news?” Julia asked. She passed a cup to Duffy, who accepted it with a nod of thanks. “Praline biscuit?”


“No, thank you.” He took a sip of the tea, eyeing us over the brim.


It seemed a scolding for Vauxhall was not the purpose of his visit after all. It was a relief to know our brother had not heard of our adventure in the Dark Walk, particularly since Charlotte’s goddaughter—Mrs. Defray—had arranged to call on us this afternoon to discuss her sister’s situation. Another possible adventure. Even so, Duffy’s odd reticence was unsettling. I received my cup and took a biscuit; I no longer restrained myself for the sake of elegance, especially in my own home.


Duffy placed his cup down upon the side table. “Are you acquainted with Sir Henry Woolcroft and his daughter, Miss Harriet Woolcroft?”


I had not heard of them. I turned to Julia; she knew everyone’s connections, often as far back as three generations. She could also remember what everyone wore—at least the garb of the ladies and gentlemen she had met—at every rout and ball we had attended, down to their jewels. An entirely useless accomplishment, she admitted, but, like her knowledge of the peerage, completely reliable.


She stirred her tea pensively. “We are not acquainted, but I believe Sir Henry is a baronet with a good lineage and a large estate in Yorkshire.” She stopped stirring, a small frown creasing her brow for a second. “Ah yes, Sir Henry’s only son recently died of illness. Miss Woolcroft is now his only heir.”


“Quite correct, Julia, as ever,” Duffy said. “I have decided it is time I wed, and I have decided that Miss Woolcroft will be my wife.”


“Good God.” I stared at my brother. He was thirty-seven and we had all quite given up on him abandoning his bachelor life. “Have you offered? Has she accepted?”


“Not yet, but I have every belief she will.”


“Of course she will,” Julia said loyally. “Is she nice?”


“An heiress,” I said, trying to understand this sudden decision. “Are you in need of money, Duffy?” It came out more abruptly than I had anticipated.


“Gussie!” Julia protested.


“I am not in need of funds, Augusta. However, it is time I did my duty. Miss Woolcroft is a pleasant girl known for her piety whom I believe has every chance of continuing the line.”


“So, a love match, then,” I said.


My brother pursed his lips. “Love? Really, Augusta, this is an important decision. If you think love is essential to a good match it is no wonder you are still unmarried.”


“Duffy, that is unkind,” Julia said.


He shook his head, realizing he had also insulted his favorite. “I beg your pardon, Julia, I did not mean to offend you.”


“No, you meant to offend me.” I gave Duffy my best false smile. “A pious girl? I did not think that was one of your prerequisites.”


“Women are the vessels of piety,” Duffy pronounced. “The keepers of morality. When a woman fails in piety, she fails in her essential femininity.”


“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” I said, feeling heat rise through me. Had Duffy somehow guessed my secret? I searched his face for malice, but it held only the certainty of his own words. “Women are not just—”


“When do you offer, Duffy?” Julia intercepted again. She was far too careful with his dignity and feelings.


“I will be visiting Yorkshire this week and hope to have the happy announcement by Friday.”


“We shall look forward to the news and meeting Miss Woolcroft, won’t we, Gussie?”


I picked up my biscuit and bit into its crisp sweetness. There was no better gag than almond praline.
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Two hours later, Duffy had gone and Mrs. Millicent Defray sat upon our drawing room sofa with her green-gloved hands clasped in her lap and a bruised look in her large blue eyes. A cup of tea stood cooling beside her on the side table, the replenished plate of pralines untouched. I had taken up a position by the mantel—I always thought best on my feet—while Julia sat opposite the girl.


“I thank you for seeing me,” she said. “I have tried every other avenue I could think of, even the law, and no one will help me.” Her voice was so soft and gentle that I felt compelled to take a step closer to hear her words.


“What is the problem?” I asked. “Lady Davenport did not go into detail other than it involves your sister.”


“I see.” Millicent paused, as if weighing up her godmother’s reticence. “I believe Caroline is being held prisoner by her husband, Sir Reginald Thorne.”


I shot Julia a glance. Husband. No wonder Charlotte had refused to go into any detail. One could not interfere between a husband and wife.


“Mrs. Defray, I am afraid it is her husband’s right, by law, to do so, if that is what he wishes,” I said.


“But it is not his right to murder her, is it?” Millicent said with some asperity.


She looked from me to Julia, her pretty child’s mouth compressing into a straight line. The show of spirit suited her, bringing some harder edges to an excess of softness in both face and fashion. Her peach silk pelisse was trimmed with a cluster of green chiffon roses along the collar and her fashionable chip hat was adorned with more billows of sheer olive silk and a sweeping cascade of yellow and brown ostrich feathers. I could see Julia’s critical appreciation. She herself was in a new morning gown of apple-green-and-pink-striped silk, and she had chivvied me to wear my teal round gown. Apparently, it brought out the blue in my eyes.


“As far as I know, British law does not yet condone the murder of wives,” I said. Julia frowned at my tone. She was right, of course; this was not the time for flippancy. “What makes you think your sister’s husband wishes to murder her?”


“It seems poor Caroline is barren,” Millicent said. “She and Sir Reginald have been married five years, and there has been no issue. No sign of any issue. Sir Reginald is desperate to have an heir.”


“He is the last of the Thornes,” Julia explained. She knew I would have no idea of the man’s connections. “His younger brother died three years ago in the Spanish campaign and there are no cousins with the name.”


“How do you know that?” Millicent fixed wide eyes upon Julia.


“My sister knows everyone’s connections,” I said. “Please, continue.”


“Ever since his brother died, Sir Reginald has been obsessed by the need for an heir. And now I believe he wants to—” She dabbed at her mouth with a silk square.


“Have done with Caroline and move on?” I supplied. I was not overstating the danger to Caroline’s well-being. The way of the law meant that divorce was a lengthy, expensive business that required a rare Act of Parliament that inevitably ruined both parties, socially and financially. Only the most desperate and most wealthy could consider it. The unfortunate demise of a spouse through accident or illness was far more economical and socially safe.


She nodded. “The last letter I received from Caroline said as much. She fears for her life.” She rummaged in her reticule and pulled out a crumpled and messily crossed letter, handing it to me. “Read it. You will see.”


It was indeed a desperate missive, recounting acts of cruelty: a beloved little dog shot dead, friends turned away, medications prescribed by a dubious physician, and a bald statement of imprisonment. I already hated Sir Reginald.


“How did she get the letter to you?” I asked, passing it to Julia.


Millicent locked her fingers together. “A sympathetic maid carried it to town and posted it.”


Julia made a soft sound of horror as she read the page. “He sounds like a monster,” she said, passing the letter back to Millicent, “but in what way do you think we can help?”


“I am hoping you could extract Caroline. Sir Reginald will not let me or my husband or any of our relations into the house. We plan to send Caroline to my husband’s people in Ireland.”


“Extract her?” I echoed.


How could we even get into Sir Reginald’s house, let alone extract the girl? I crossed my arms over my bodice. What on earth was Charlotte thinking? Yes, I was looking to distract Julia from her worry and grief, but not by putting her—or myself, for that matter— outside the law.


“My godmother said you were most enterprising and made it your business to help others,” Millicent said, her blue eyes widening even more with entreaty.


Made it our business? Charlotte had led her goddaughter to believe we were some kind of benevolent society.


“I fear Lady Davenport is exaggerating our experience and our abilities,” I said.


In all truth, our defeat of Mr. Harley had been more luck than skill. I was not inclined to stretch that luck any further.


“Lady Augusta, I have nowhere else to turn and I fear time is running out.” Millicent shook the letter, the paper crackling with urgency. “This was sent a week ago.”


I looked across at Julia: We must say no; it is impossible.


She lifted her brows: But the poor girl in that house—can we really refuse?


I frowned: It is quite illegal. Besides, your health.


She tilted her chin: I am well enough. Could we live with our-selves if Caroline ends up dead?


I ducked my head: Of course not. It would be too awful.


Julia nodded: I think we must try.


I released a long breath: I suppose so.


“Mrs. Defray, my sister and I will help you,” I said. “We cannot promise anything, but we will attempt to remove Caroline from her husband’s house.”


“We will try this week,” Julia added. She glanced at me: We must act now, Gussie—we may already be too late. She touched the gold cross at her throat. A quick prayer for the girl’s safety.


At least one of us still had faith. Perhaps that would be enough.


Later that night, I sat alone in the drawing room, watching the embers in the fire glow their last. Julia had already gone up, claiming she wanted to be fresh for the adventure ahead, but the weariness in her eyes seemed far greater than usual. She had picked at her dinner, too, much to the despair of Cook, who had made her a particularly delicious cheese tart. Was I right to take her on this mad endeavor tomorrow? We had discussed our plan—such as it was—and Julia had, quite rightly, raised the number of unknowns ahead. We would have to improvise, I had said, which was another way of saying I would make it up as we went along. Yet, I wondered if my sister’s strength was up to such a task.


A knock upon the door drew me from my thoughts. My hand was a fist, full of paisley silk shawl; I must have gathered it into a ball. Three quick strokes smoothed the soft, damp edge out. “Yes? Come.”


Weatherly entered. “My lady, may I speak with you?”


His expression held an unusual mix of determination and discomfort.


“What is it? Is Cook threatening to abandon us again?”


No answering smile. Instead, he closed the door and stood before it with hands neatly behind his back. It was to be a solemn interview, then.


“My lady, I am aware of your plans for tomorrow,” he said.


Of course he was; he knew everything that occurred in our house. “Do I detect an objection?”


“Would it sway you if I did object?” he asked, with only a modicum of his dryness. “But no, I do not oppose the plan in general. I understand why you are embarking on such a course of action. I am here to suggest you do not take Samuel.”


“Why not? He is our footman and it would be somewhat odd for us to be traveling without him.” I searched for a reason why Weatherly would take such issue. “Do you think we place him in danger without his knowledge? I assure you he knows what we intend to do and has agreed to it.”


“You misunderstand me, my lady. I think you should take me in his stead.”


I stared at him, nonplussed.


“Not as your butler, my lady, but as your footman,” he added.


“Samuel is a good man, but he is young and has very little experience of the world.” He paused, as if debating what to say next. “I know, only too well, the brutality of men when they have power over another, my lady. I have seen women and children whipped to death on a man’s whim. And . . . much worse. I would not be able to live with myself if I did not do everything in my power to help Lady Thorne and to keep you and Lady Julia safe.”


I sat for a moment, silenced by such a declaration of his past and his loyalty. I knew his story only in the broadest terms: a child taken, enslaved, and finally freed upon English soil as a young man. My father had known it in full, and had once told me that I should never hear it, or any other of its ilk, if I wished to retain my faith in humanity. Of course I ignored his advice and sought out reports of the foul trafficking in pamphlets and books including Equiano’s hugely popular autobiography. Suffice to say my father was right. I joined Mr. Wilberforce’s abolitionist ranks immediately, despite the man’s view that women were unsuited to political thought. And so it was that five years ago I raised a glass of wine with Weatherly to mark the passing of the Slave Trade Act. Although, frankly, it had not gone as far as either of us had hoped toward eradicating the vile practice.


“You want to come as a footman? Are you sure?” I finally said.


Could he even pass as a footman? He was only a few years younger than Julia and me, and a footman was usually in his twenties. Still, Weatherly did stand at near six foot—the required height for a fashionable footman—and had kept a youthful figure. Nor was it unusual to see an older man of color still in a footman’s position; unjust as it was, not many freedmen were promoted into a household’s senior staff. It might work. And I had to admit, the idea of Weatherly’s efficiency alongside us appealed to my burgeoning apprehension.


“I am sure, my lady.”


“Samuel will be disappointed. He was looking forward to the day out. You had best give him a half day in compensation.”


“As you wish, my lady.”


“But, Weatherly, you do realize we will have to call you by your first name again.”


His rare smile appeared. “I am sure my consequence will survive the ordeal, my lady.”


“I am not sure we will,” I returned, only half joking. “Well then, tomorrow you return to a footman’s livery.”


He bowed and turned to go.


“Weatherly,” I called.


He turned back, a slight frown upon his face: he had heard the lilt of urgency in my voice.


“Have you noticed . . . Do you think Lady Julia is her usual bright self?”


Weatherly’s eyes met mine, the worry within them mirroring my own. “I could not say, my lady.”


Of course not. He would never comment upon one of us to the other.


“However,” he said slowly, “I believe Miss Leonard intends to visit the apothecary tomorrow to fulfill a new prescription from the doctor. Do you wish to add anything to Lady Julia’s order?”


A doctor’s prescription? When had Julia seen the doctor again? The only time she had not been in my company was the day before yesterday, when she had taken a walk accompanied by Leonard, her maid. That must have been it.


“No . . . but thank you,” I said.


Weatherly bowed and departed, closing the door softly behind him.


The room suddenly felt too quiet. I smoothed the edge of my shawl again, finding a small comfort in the feel of the soft silk against my fingertips. Julia had, to my knowledge, never seen a doctor without me before. Why did she not tell me? The answer clawed itself into my heart. Something must have changed and she did not wish me to worry.
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THE ROAD TO BRIGHTON


Really, Gus, must we have guns in the carriage?” Julia asked from the carriage seat opposite.


Oddly, she preferred to travel with her back to the driver, in the bodkin seat. I, on the other hand, became nauseous if I did not face the way we were moving. “It is the middle of the day,” she added. “I hardly think a highwayman is going to assault us in broad daylight.”


I patted the pair of pistols in their mahogany box, set prudently open next to me. “If you recall, Mr. and Mrs. James Barrett were stopped near here only a month ago by a gang of desperadoes. They lost all their jewels and their driver was shot. The man lost his arm.”


Julia peered out the window as if expecting to see a highwayman pop up beside the carriage. She was wearing a new silver silk poke bonnet and its edges projected so far past her face that the exercise required her to turn in her seat. “I thought that happened on the Bath Road.”


“No. It was this road.”


The carriage lurched over a rut, rocking us both to the left. I steadied myself with a hand against the silk-lined wall.


“But the Barretts were stopped at night, were they not?”


I inclined my head, forced to concede the point.


Satisfied, she settled back against the cushions, smoothing the lavender skirt of her carriage gown. “Have you thought of a way for us to see Caroline yet?”


“Nothing that holds any water. Have you?”


“I can only think of a broken wheel, which is not without foundation on this road. We could arrive at the doorstep and claim shelter whilst our carriage is being fixed at the closest village.”


I wrinkled my nose, an expression that always irritated Julia. “I’ve already thought of that and discarded it. We would not have ready access to the carriage.”


Julia’s mouth tightened. “Well, my apologies for lagging two steps behind you, as usual.”


She pointedly turned to look out the window. The poke bonnet hid her face, but from the hitch of her shoulders I knew it was not only anger that had made her snap at me. She was anxious, and rightly so; Sir Reginald was going to be a nasty obstacle.


“Still, it is probably our best option,” I said.


Her shoulder twitched in acknowledgment, but she did not look around or answer.


We continued in silence, the moment of disunity slowly mellowing into our usual companionable quiet. The road behind us was quiet too; the coach carrying Mrs. Millicent Defray and her worthy husband no longer followed us. They had taken up their position at the posting house in Hickstead to await our return with Caroline. The plan was for them to whisk her away in a different equipage in case Sir Reginald pursued us. That is, if we managed to extract Caroline.


I pushed the mohair carriage rug over my lap onto the seat beside me; far too warm for that now. Settling back again, I watched the passing hazel hedgerows with their thick untrimmed summer brush alive with darting birds. The quiet warmth and the rocking of the carriage had lulled Julia into sleep, her chin sunk upon the pink silk of her high-buttoned spencer and her mouth open and emitting the occasional soft snore. She had already moved away from the purple crapes of mourning into the softer colors of her sorrow. Charlotte had been right about organizing another diversion for Julia, and also about her appearance; my sister did look wan, with a smudge of darkness beneath each eye. She had still not told me about her visit to the doctor. It was so unusual for her to keep such a thing from me that I felt I could not press her upon it. If she wished to tell me, she would. I just hoped it was not more bad news.


Our mother had died of a breast canker when we were thirteen. Her sister—dear Aunt Eliza, who had presented us in our mother’s absence—had suffered the same fate. Was it perhaps within the humors of our family? The Colebrooks, it was said, were prone to melancholy and its disorders, although my father had often joked I was made more of bile than sadness. Even so, was I destined to follow Julia? Would I, too, find a hard mass of malignancy within my breast? I laid my hand upon my chest, my heartbeat strong and steady beneath the warm flat of my palm. If I did, I doubted I could face it with the same brave equanimity as my sister.


Heat from a shaft of sunlight, made even hotter through the thick glass window, was beginning to penetrate the silk of my gown’s skirt. I slid a few inches across the seat, drawing the pistol box with me. The carriage jolted and swayed, and I let myself wander into the realms of what could have been, an alternative story where Julia was not ill and Robert had not fallen from his horse and died in a ditch. A story in which he had stayed home from that doomed hunting party, married my sister, and set up house in Hanover Square to host dinner parties and make morning calls. Would they have had a family? I smiled at the idea of being an aunt. Two children perhaps: a boy for duty and a girl for company. No more than that; I would not want to risk my sister, even in a fantasy. We would all go to the Exeter ’Change and see the animals and Bullock’s Museum for the Egyptian treasures.


Opposite, Julia gave a deep sigh in her sleep. Most likely a dream about Robert—they were still quite regular. She had a memory that could, quite literally, recall everything she had experienced in exact detail. Yet such a phenomenal memory also had a drawback: every conversation, every moment with Robert, was indelibly inscribed upon Julia’s mind. For her, there could be no softening or blurring by time. She had loved him fervently and still did after two years of loss.


I had not yet experienced such a deep attachment to a man and felt as if I stood on the other side of a pane of glass, unable to really understand her pain. It was one of the few things we could not share. Although I’d had the usual schoolroom and dancing-master infatuations—and even a few passionate kisses with a young man bound for the army who had been entirely unsuitable—it sometimes worried me that, in all my adult years, I had never felt a strong attachment. Perhaps I was incapable of it, a cold fish. Julia said it was only because I had never met a man who could match my wit or adventurous spirit. That was quite possibly true; all the men of our acquaintance were as dull as Fordyce’s sermons and had all the adventurous spirit of bread-and-butter pudding. It was also true that after I learned about coverture from my reading, I became less and less inclined to hand over my half of our inherited fortune and all my legal and property rights—including the rights of my own body—to a husband. It would have to be a grand love, indeed, for me to willingly merge so completely with a man that I was all but legally obliterated. Most women did not have the choice to say no, but I did.


Julia awoke with a jerk as we bounced over another rut. She surreptitiously wiped the side of her mouth with the tip of her gloved finger. “Where are we?”


“I believe we are less than half an hour from Sir Reginald’s estate.”


She blinked, then shifted in her seat to focus, past her bonnet, upon the woodland we were passing, now thick with upright hazel, beeches, and low lush grasses.


“My apologies for falling asleep.”


“It is no wonder. It is so hot in here.” I knew I was beginning to harp upon the subject, yet I felt compelled to ask, “Are you sure you are up to this, my dear?”


“Do not fuss,” she said from behind the curve of her bonnet. “Besides, Dr. Thorgood has measured it twice now and does not think me in imminent danger.”


Ah, finally it was out. “You saw him again?”


She turned so that I could see her reassuring smile. “I did, two days ago. Do not be vexed with me, Gussie. I had a little pain and did not want to trouble you with it.”


Pain? It was the first time she had ever mentioned pain. “Perhaps it would be worthwhile to gain another opinion. Dr. Thorgood has treated us with great skill since we were girls, but he is near ending his tenure in his profession.”


“I could not bear to think of another doctor poking and prodding me in such places. No, I have a new tincture to take alongside the blue mass pills, and all is as well as it can be. It is this heat that makes me weary. So draining.”


The air in the carriage had, indeed, warmed into an uncomfortable stuffiness. I was tempted to unhook the gold-braid frogs on my velvet pelisse and let it hang open. Instead, I unlatched the window and pushed it down, closing my eyes as the cool rush of air brought a moment of relief. Dr. Thorgood did not think her in imminent danger; good news indeed. Even so, this was the first time she had admitted to pain and the first time she had decided not to trouble me with something so important.


“Look at all the dust you are letting in!” my sister protested.


The carriage pace suddenly slowed and I heard a shout outside. I opened my eyes. The entire road billowed with dust, too much for just our carriage. I poked my head out the window just as we came to a shuddering standstill, the horses shrilling their distress as they were pulled up. Among the swirl of dust, I saw the shapes of two horsemen. One of them had a blunderbuss trained on our driver and footman; the other urged his mount toward our window.


“Put the gun down or I’ll blow yer head off!” Blunderbuss Man yelled.


I pulled back inside and grabbed one of the pistols from the box, covering it with the corner of the carriage rug.


Julia gasped. “Gus, no!”


“Be quiet, dear. Do not make a move.”


I wrapped my hand around the butt of the pistol, the quick beat of my heart pulsing to the end of my fingertips. What on earth was I planning to do?


A man with a blue kerchief tied across the bottom of his face drew alongside the open window, his horse blowing irritably at the close quarters. Gray, intelligent eyes considered us. For a second I thought I saw recognition flash through them.


He had not raised his gun.


“Ladies, your valuables, please.” A pleasant baritone, polite and without any local accent.


I rotated the pistol’s cock from half to full and hooked my finger around the trigger.


“We have no valuables that could possibly interest you, sir,” I said. “You should leave now before you come to harm.”


The gray eyes crinkled into surprised amusement. “Harm?”


I flicked off the rug and raised the pistol, no more than ten inches from his forehead.


“I see.” His eyes fixed upon the barrel. “You have a steady hand, my lady.”


“I do, and a steady nerve. Call your companion from my driver and let us continue on our way.”


Thick eyebrows lifted. “I do not believe you will fire that gun, so let us move past this show of bravado.”


On that instant, a blunderbuss shot exploded outside. The cabin lurched, throwing me backward, my finger tightening upon the trigger in reflex. The pistol’s discharge boomed in my ears, the recoil slamming its butt into my chest and punching all the air from my lungs. The man at the window jerked and twisted, then dropped from sight. His horse screamed and reared, a blur of bulging eyes and straining neck, its front hooves slamming against the carriage door. I heard shouts—our driver and footman—and then another shot.


I gulped for air, the cabin hazing into gray. All I could draw into my lungs was the acrid stink of spent gunpowder.


“Gussie, are you hurt?”


I felt the soft kid of my sister’s gloved hands around my face. Finally, I pulled in a full breath, the blessed air easing my burning chest and clearing my sight.


“Winded,” I managed and pushed away her frantic ministrations. I rubbed my chest. The bruised flesh ached, but there was no other damage as far as I could tell. My corset must have shielded some of the blow.


Weatherly wrenched open the door. “My ladies, are you safe?”


Julia sank back into her seat. “We are whole. Are you and John Driver unhurt?”


“Yes, my lady. The blackguard fired upon us but missed.” Weatherly ran his hand through his hair. He had lost his hat. “John Driver tried to hold the horses, but one reared in the traces and the man bolted. I shot after him, but it missed too. He is gone.” He looked back at the ground outside, mouth twisting. “I see you found your mark, my lady. I think he is dead.”


Oh no, had I really killed the man? I sat up. “It was not intentional.” I placed the spent pistol back in the box and slid across the seat. “Quick, let me see.”


I climbed down the carriage step, leaning upon Weatherly’s arm a little more than usual. Dust still hung in the air, the motes swirling in the dappled sunlight. Trampled hazel bushes showed the path of the fallen highwayman’s horse into the woodland. The man himself lay facing us on his side upon the road, blood oozing in a bright wash across his forehead, matting his dark brown hair and dripping into the dirt. The neckerchief had dislodged, showing more of his face: tanned skin now overlaid with a sickly pallor, and a high-bridged nose that could only be called Roman.


“Is he dead?” Julia whispered beside me. Weatherly had helped her down and she stood clutching the side of the carriage.


I took a careful step toward the body with a sick sense of déjà vu. Shades of Mr. Harley, but this time with a lot more blood. Was he breathing? I took another step.


His chest moved.


“Ah, he is alive!”


“Dear God, thank you,” Julia said and crossed herself.


As far as I could see, the ball had only grazed his forehead. A nasty gash ran from his eyebrow to his ear and still streamed with blood, but there was no hole in his head so the ball had not entered his brain.


Julia clutched my arm. “Gus, I know that man.”


“What?”


Her face was intent as she searched that phenomenal memory. “Heaven forfend, it is Lord Evan Belford.”


I was finding it hard to look away from the gory wound I had inflicted; if the ball had been half an inch inward, the man would have been very dead indeed. I forced myself to look beyond the blood at his profile. Now that Julia had mentioned it, he did look familiar. Yet it did not make sense.


“It can’t be Lord Evan. He was transported to the colonies over twenty years ago.”


It had been a huge scandal at the time. Lord Evan, the first of two wild sons sired by the Marquess of Deele, had been challenged to a duel and killed his man. In such cases, the survivor would have relied upon the laxness of the courts to overlook the crime or been smuggled to the Continent: at the time we were not at war with France. However, Lord Evan had been apprehended, cast into jail, and tried. If I recalled correctly, he had maintained he had merely pinked his opponent across the chest. The opponent, however, had died at the scene, and the eyewitness accounts claimed Lord Evan had thrust with fatal intent, sealing his guilt. He was sentenced to be hanged, but that sentence was commuted to transportation to the new penal colony at New South Wales. The family had disowned him, of course, but had never fully recovered.


“Look at his ring, Gus.”


I turned my attention to his hand, sprawled in the dirt. One long finger sported a heavy gold ring set with a large ruby. For a highwayman, he had remarkably clean and well-manicured nails.


“That is Lord Evan’s family signet,” Julia said. “I remember remarking upon it when we danced at the Nashes’ rout in our first season. Do you remember? I wore the pale green muslin from Paris and you wore that rather handsome cream silk with the bugle beads.”


I shook my head. That was more than twenty years ago; I could not even remember what I wore two days past. “This man could have stolen it. He is a highwayman.”


“True,” Julia said. “But you cannot deny he has the Belford nose. Gussie, I am sure it is Lord Evan.”


If my sister was certain, then the man was indeed Lord Evan Belford. Lud, I had just shot a marquess’s son. Even worse, I had shot an acquaintance.


“Well then, we must attend him.” I looked around for something to staunch the wound, my eye fixing upon our hovering butler. “Weatherly, give me your neckcloth.”


I pulled off my gloves and passed them to Julia as Weatherly unwound the length of livery muslin from his throat and handed it to me.


“Do you have any alcohol in your medicine supplies?” I asked my sister.


“Just some brandy for shock.”


“That will do. Weatherly, would you please bring Lady Julia’s medicine box.”


He ducked back into the carriage and returned with the large brass-bound casket that held all the preparations Julia used to doctor our household, and a velvet cushion. He placed both beside the fallen man. “You cannot kneel upon the road, my lady.”


I stifled a wild laugh. No doubt a reaction to the shock, although some of it might have been the sight of the velvet cushion upon the blood-spattered dirt. Pushing aside the inappropriate mirth, I knelt and peered at Lord Evan’s pale face. The closer inspection confirmed my earlier opinion. “It is just a graze, and the powder has burned him a little too.”


“How can you be so calm?” Julia demanded.


“Focusing upon the facts is the only thing keeping me from screaming, dearheart.” She placed her hand on my shoulder as I opened the box and found a silver flask of brandy. Our gamekeeper had impressed upon me that a gunshot wound should always be doused in alcohol. He had fought on the Continent and learned the practice from a battlefield surgeon who had saved his leg from amputation. I uncorked the flask and poured the brandy over the long gash, blood and spirit pooling upon the road. It was a good thing Lord Evan was senseless, for I could only imagine the pain of such a procedure. I pressed the muslin against the wound. The white cloth blossomed red. So much blood. The metallic smell of it beneath the fruity stink of brandy made me queasy. “Weatherly, get John Driver’s neckcloth too, please. We must bind Lord Evan’s wound.”
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