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      Prologue

      
      England, 1805

      
      Moonlight flashed on three black racing-drags tearing up the Oxford Road, a heedless cavalcade – whips cracking, snorting
         blood-horses wild eyed and flecked with foam. The drivers were roués of notorious reputation in Town, their hardened young
         faces flushed with speed, taut with desperation. There was murder in their eyes, for each had everything to lose if they failed
         to overtake the stagecoach traveling some miles ahead. The autumn wind sent an eddy of dead brown leaves swirling across their
         path; the leader plunged through it, wheels whirring.
      

      
      They barreled on.

      
      A few miles up the road, the stagecoach bound for Holyhead rolled to a halt in the courtyard of The Golden Bull Inn and disgorged
         its weary travelers. ‘You may rest for two hours before we’re under way again,’ the cheerful driver instructed, helping a
         lady passenger down from the coach.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ she murmured from behind her light lace veil. She stole a swift glance into the darkness behind them. No sign of them yet. ‘Come, Johnny.’ She took the hand of the frightened lad who climbed out of the coach behind her and firmly led him into the quaint, thatched-roof inn with its wooden galleries and neat black shutters.
      

      
      As she strode into the hotel’s lobby, the coppery ends of her waist-length red hair showed beneath the edges of the veil that
         concealed her famous face – and the black eye her protector had given her.
      

      
      ‘Do you have a room open?’ she asked, her hand shaking slightly as she signed the guest register, not under the name by which
         she was known throughout London – not her stage name – but under her real name: Mary Virginia Harris. The name they still
         called her at her village back in Ireland, where she was fleeing to now. Johnny clung beside her, all his thirteen-year-old’s
         bravado gone, his thin, pubescent body shivering more with fear at their brash escape than with the chill of the November
         night.
      

      
      ‘Aye, ma’am.’ The aproned landlord tried to get a look at her through the pale barrier of lace, but her frosty stare rebuked
         him. Soon, he led her and her ‘son’ out of the lobby and away from the nearby public room, where numerous local men were drinking
         and playing darts, up to the second-floor gallery, where he showed them to their room.
      

      
      As Johnny and she stood in the corridor, waiting for the landlord to unlock the chamber door for them, a little girl of about
         four poked her curly head out of the next room and giggled, playing peekaboo with them. Startled and decidedly charmed, Mary
         gazed at the wee thing for a second, until a woman’s voice chided from inside the other chamber: ‘Sarah, pet, come back in
         this room.’
      

      
      The child grinned and disappeared again. Mary nodded her thanks to the landlord and pressed a coin into his palm as she followed
         Johnny into their room.
      

      
      Little Sarah peeked out the door again a moment later, but the pretty veiled lady had closed her own door. She skipped across
         the chamber past her parents and climbed up carefully onto the chair to peer out the window. She breathed on the glass, then drew a happy face in the steam with her fingertip,
         just the way her big brother, Devlin, had shown her. She could hardly wait to see him, for they were on their way to fetch
         him home from school. It wasn’t even Christmas yet, and he was allowed to come home! Yet for some mysterious reason, this
         wonderful news had set Mummy and Daddy to arguing.
      

      
      ‘Now, Katie Rose,’ Daddy was saying as he cleaned his spectacles with a handkerchief. ‘There’s no need to go flying up into
         the boughs. I’m sure the lad can explain himself.’
      

      
      ‘Explain himself? Stephen, your son punched a truancy officer in the nose! We’ve sent him to the best university in England,
         and this is how he behaves? Skipping classes to go drinking and playing billiards with his friends?’
      

      
      ‘He’s seventeen, Katie. All boys get into a bit of roguery at school. It’s a natural part of growing up. Besides, Devlin is
         still making some of the highest marks in his class.’
      

      
      ‘I know it, blast him. He doesn’t even have to try.’ She folded her arms across her chest with a huff. ‘Our son is lucky that
         he got his brains from you.’
      

      
      ‘And his fighting spirit from you,’ he said fondly, capturing her chin. ‘Not to mention his big, blue eyes. Now smile for
         me, Lady Strathmore, or I will kiss that frown off your lips.’
      

      
      She smiled at him in spite of herself. ‘Save your charm for the dean, husband. After your son’s antics, a large donation to
         the college is probably the only way we can contrive to get him merely suspended instead of expelled. Oh, I do hope Devlin’s
         all right.’
      

      
      ‘No doubt he was just showing off, as boys are wont to do.’

      
      She nodded. ‘I’m not sure whether I’ll want to strangle him when I see him or give him the biggest hug in all the world.’

      
      ‘You’re his mother,’ he said gently. ‘Letting you down is, for Devlin, punishment enough. I opt for the hug.’

      
      ‘I love you Stephen,’ she sighed, resting her head on his chest. ‘What would I do without you? You’re so patient and kind and good—’
      

      
      ‘Horsies!’ Sarah exclaimed, cupping her hands around her eyes and squinting out the window at the three noisy black carriages
         that came clattering into the courtyard below.
      

      
      As the lead racing-drag shuddered to a halt behind the stagecoach, the first of the young men jumped out. Quentin, Lord Randall,
         was a great, towering brute in his mid-twenties, fearfully known as Damage Randall in the fashionable boxing studios of London.
         He was hazel eyed and thick featured, with a shock of brown hair and a square, rugged face ending in a cleft chin.
      

      
      Quint stalked into The Golden Bull without waiting for Carstairs and Staines to catch up. Seeing the stagecoach parked in
         the courtyard had told him all he needed to know: Ginny was somewhere inside. He knew she had fled on the Holyhead stage,
         intent on taking the packet boat to Ireland, but Quint had no intention of letting her go.
      

      
      She was his.

      
      He plowed through the lobby, glancing into the nearby taproom for her, then marching over to grab the guest book out of the
         landlord’s hands.
      

      
      ‘May I ’elp you, sir?’

      
      Quint merely growled, scanning the names until he saw the one that looked familiar. Mary Harris. Ginny had told him her real
         name once. He was surprised he had remembered it, for he usually chose not to dwell on her common origins. He preferred her
         stage name instead – Ginny Highgate. The glamorous actress, wanted by all, but he had got her through sheer bloody-minded
         persistence.
      

      
      His mistress, his beauty, his prize.

      
      Without explaining himself to the landlord or to anyone else, the big Yorkshire baron began a search of the premises, bellowing
         for her now and then.
      

      
      
      ‘Ginny!’
      

      
      ‘That damned fool. Has he never heard of discretion?’ Carstairs mumbled under his breath, exchanging a taut glance with Staines
         as they strode into The Golden Bull two minutes behind their larger, more hotheaded companion.
      

      
      The elegant and impeccably dressed Julian, Earl Carstairs, was flaxen haired and fine featured, with ice-blue eyes; by contrast,
         the dead-shot duelist, Sir Torquil ‘Blood’ Staines, had piercing black eyes and a dark satanic beard that came to a point.
      

      
      ‘Let’s try and do this quietly, shall we?’ Carstairs murmured.

      
      Staines nodded; then they split up to help Quint find the Irish bitch, who had dared to take it upon herself to rescue Johnny
         from him. Ah, well, Carstairs thought with an inward sneer, he’d get the boy back before anyone learned a thing.
      

      
      In the upstairs hallway, Quint was throwing open doors of guest chambers and looking inside, not caring whom he disturbed
         in his search for his fled mistress. There were indignant exclamations, occasional shrieks at his brief intrusions, but the
         other guests, seeing the size of him and the ruthlessness in his eyes, did not protest.
      

      
      He continued down the corridor in this fashion until he suddenly came to a door that was locked. He gripped the doorknob and
         put his ear to the planks. ‘Ginny?’
      

      
      No answer. He closed his eyes, trying to feel her, sense her through the door, for he believed they were that closely bonded.
         God, he smelled her perfume on the air.
      

      
      ‘Ginny!’ He rattled the door until he heard a low sob of fright from within. ‘Come out, Ginny! Now! We’re going home! Damn
         it, you know I love you!’ He kicked the door in with three massive blows, his black Hessian boot nearly shooting through the
         wood as the door splintered off its hinges. Ripping it aside, he prowled into the guest chamber, his barrel chest heaving.
      

      
      
      ‘Ginny.’ He struggled for patience.

      
      She was cowering in the corner with Carstairs’s little servant boy clinging to her.

      
      Quint saw how her eye had blackened, but he refused to feel guilty. By God, she had brought it on herself.

      
      ‘Come on,’ he repeated, holding out his hand to her. ‘You’re coming with me.’

      
      ‘No,’ she uttered.

      
      ‘Leave her alone!’ Little Johnny stepped in front of her, facing down the giant.

      
      Quint muttered a curse and backhanded the boy, who fell with a yelp.

      
      ‘What on earth is going on over there?’ Lady Strathmore exclaimed in the next room, turning to her husband with her hands
         planted on her waist.
      

      
      Stephen’s narrowed stare was fixed on the partitioning wall as he listened. ‘I think I’d better go and see if I can help.
         Stay with Mama, sweetie.’ Patting his daughter’s curly head, the tall, athletic viscount left the room and walked down the
         corridor, just missing young Johnny, who had fled the neighboring chamber a moment ago to run for help.
      

      
      Bolting down the stairs in terror, Johnny flung around the corner so fast that he crashed into someone coming up. Gloved hands
         grasped his shoulders – a touch he knew all too well. His heart sank, but deep down, he had known their attempt to escape
         would never succeed. Not when Carstairs was the one chasing them.
      

      
      ‘Johnny! So, there you are.’ The earl gripped him harder and bent to peer into his face, his ice-blue eyes sharp with angry
         reproach. ‘How dare you run off on me, you ungrateful little shit?’ he whispered harshly, giving him a shake. ‘How could you
         turn on me after all I’ve done for you?’
      

      
      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ Johnny choked out at once for the sake of self-preservation.

      
      ‘Didn’t I take you in, care for you – and you would help that wicked woman send me to the gallows?’

      
      ‘The gallows?’ he echoed, his heart pounding.

      
      ‘Yes, Johnny. That’s what they do to fellows like you and me. That’s why we must keep it our secret.’ Carstairs held him in
         a warning stare. ‘Who’s going to look after you if they hang me, Johnny? Who will send money to your poor mama?’
      

      
      When Johnny hung his head, suitably chastened, Carstairs was somewhat mollified, though still a bit shaken by his horrifying
         brush with exposure for his proclivities. He straightened up. ‘Come now. I’ll take you back out to my carriage.’
      

      
      With his hand on Johnny’s back, he walked the boy outside and made sure he climbed up onto the drag.

      
      ‘Stay here,’ he ordered him. ‘I’m going to make sure Quint has sorted things out with Miss Highgate. By tomorrow, we’ll forget
         this ever happened.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ the boy mumbled.

      
      Carstairs’s relief was short lived, however, for as he walked back toward the inn, a gunshot ripped through the night.

      
      He paused midstride. Ah, bloody hell. So, Quint had finally done it, had finally killed the bitch.
      

      
      Rushing onto the scene, however, Carstairs discovered the situation was far worse than that.

      
      The whole thing had spiraled out of control.

      
      A little curly-headed tot was crying in the hallway at an unbelievable volume while Ginny and another woman, quite hysterical,
         were on their knees beside a fallen man. Quint stood stock-still nearby, his pistol sagging in his grip; the hardened insolence
         on his face was slowly turning to shocked dread at what he had just done.
      

      
      ‘Stephen! Stephen! For God’s sake, get a surgeon!’ the raven-haired beauty screamed at them as she tried to plug the bullet hole in the man’s chest with both her hands, to no avail.
      

      
      In a state of dazed unreality, Carstairs walked forward and looked down at the ill-fated stranger. It took him a second; then
         he recognized the man from the House of Lords.
      

      
      ‘Jesus Christ, Quint,’ he breathed. ‘You’ve shot Strathmore.’

      
      ‘Stephen!’ the viscountess shrieked, trying to wake her husband, who was unresponsive.

      
      Something came over Carstairs, an extraordinary will to survive. It made his mind crystal clear, needle sharp.

      
      Quint suddenly grabbed him. ‘I didn’t mean to do it. You’ve got to help me! I can’t think, Carstairs—’

      
      ‘Calm down, damn you! I’m going to get us out of this, Quint. Just – listen carefully.’

      
      Quint’s chest heaved with panic, but he bobbed his head, awaiting instructions.

      
      Fighting panic himself, Carstairs steeled himself and took control. ‘Go stand out in the hallway and keep guard at the top
         of the steps. No one leaves this corridor. We must keep this problem contained. You can do that, yes?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Quint rasped.

      
      ‘Go.’ As the baron ran out to fulfill his duty, Carstairs strode over to Lady Strathmore and crouched down beside her, gripping
         her arm. ‘Try to calm down, my lady. We’ve already sent for a surgeon,’ he lied. ‘He’s on his way. Staunch the wound till
         he gets here, just like you’re doing. That’s good. Concentrate.’
      

      
      This shut her up, gave her something to do and a straw of hope to grasp on to. Too dazed to realize he was lying, the lady
         nodded, shaking all over, then suddenly seemed to recall her screaming child. ‘My little girl! Will you—?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll get her,’ Ginny murmured, and ran out to collect the crying tot.

      
      Carstairs eyed the actress with hatred as she rushed past him, then turned to Staines. ‘If anyone gives you the slightest trouble, finish them.’
      

      
      Staines gave him a mercenary nod.

      
      Carstairs went to try to handle the rest of the hotel. He schooled his face into a charming, easy smile a moment before he
         went striding out into the lobby, where several people were looking toward the stairs in alarm, only now just beginning to
         wonder if something was wrong on the second-floor gallery.
      

      
      ‘I apologize, sir, if I disturbed anyone with the report of my pistol,’ he said to the landlord, loud enough for everyone
         to hear. ‘I was cleaning my gun in my room when it went off. I’m afraid I gave the lady in the neighboring room a bit of a
         fright, so I wish to pay for her room to make it up for her.’
      

      
      ‘Why, that’s very kind of you,’ the landlord said cheerfully, looking relieved at his explanation.

      
      He spilled a handful of coins on the desk. ‘Again, sorry for the disturbance. A round for the gents in the taproom, eh, landlord?’

      
      ‘Why, that’s a capital fellow,’ several people murmured as he strode outside.

      
      Well aware that he had come through that by the skin of his teeth, Carstairs sucked in a deep breath of cool night air, retching
         slightly. He knew his explanation had been too flimsy to do more than buy them some time, an hour if they were lucky. He wished
         to God they could simply flee, but too many people had seen them, and the death of a courtesan-actress was worlds away from
         the murder of a fellow peer. Strathmore was a quiet man, but universally esteemed.
      

      
      Dry mouthed, the blood pounding in his veins, Carstairs glanced around for some means to make this whole debacle go away.
         He knew that if he did not cover up Quint’s blunder immediately, Strathmore’s death would be investigated; Carstairs, being
         part of it, would also be placed under the microscope, but God knew he could not afford anyone probing into his personal life. There were still ancient laws on the books that decreed
         hanging for so-called sodomites, and he was not about to be publicly disgraced and executed on account of his taste for pretty
         young boys.
      

      
      He saw Johnny still waiting obediently in his carriage, but as his frantic gaze swept the courtyard, Carstairs spied a delivery
         wagon parked on the side of the inn, near the entrance to the taproom. It was loaded with barrels, and the painted block letters
         on the side of the cart read BRANDY AND FINE SPIRITS.

      
      An idea stirred in his mind. He looked at the inn’s wooden galleries, dry as tinder; the thatched roof; the black shutters,
         mostly closed for the night. He glanced again rather evilly at the barrels of highly flammable liquor.
      

      
      And he knew what he had to do.

      
      A few minutes later, he, Quint, and Staines were working in swift, ruthless silence, each hefting a barrel, pouring and splashing
         brandy, whiskey, and port all over the perimeter of the building, locking the metal teeth of the window shutters as they went.
         Johnny looked on from his perch on the carriage.
      

      
      ‘What about Ginny?’ Staines grunted, bringing the torch. ‘Do you want to get her out of there?’

      
      ‘That bitch can go to hell,’ Quint growled. ‘This is all her fault.’ Then he lit his torch from Staines’s and they set the
         place on fire.
      

      
      The three racing-drags thundered away from the scene a few minutes later, flames climbing into the black night sky behind
         them.
      

      
      ‘Hold on, Stephen. I’ll get you out of here. Darling, try.’

      
      The fire raced through the hotel. The two women had barely noticed it at first in their panic over Lord Strathmore, but now
         smoke was filtering up through each tiny seam of the floorboards. Mary held the screaming four-year-old in her arms and tried to urge the child’s mother to come with her, but the viscountess
         would not leave her husband’s side. He was still alive, vaguely conscious now, whispering, ‘Katie.’
      

      
      ‘Come, Stephen. You’ve got to get up. Lean on me.’ The woman struggled to pull the tall, muscular man to his feet. Mary helped,
         too, but he could barely stand.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Katie. Go,’ he pleaded. ‘Take Sarah—’

      
      ‘I’ll not leave you!’ His wife spun to Ginny. ‘Get my child out if you can.’

      
      ‘But, ma’am, you must—’

      
      ‘Save my daughter!’ she cried.

      
      Mary nodded, abashed, for it was her fault the Good Samaritan had been struck down in the first place. Throwing her cape over
         the little girl to shield her from the smoke and fire, Mary left the woman to her continued efforts to save her husband and
         carried the bawling child down the stairwell. As she approached the ground floor, the fire roared, the screams growing louder
         as thick, black smoke choked the air.
      

      
      The lobby and taproom were ablaze, the guests stampeding, trying to find a way out; a burning beam had crashed down in front
         of the only door, and every window seemed to be blocked from the outside. Someone broke a window with a chair to get out,
         but the inrush of air only made the flames explode with renewed fury.
      

      
      It was like being in Hell.

      
      Mary looked around in sweeping horror, no doubt in her mind that Quint and his evil friends had brought this about. Her heart
         was pounding, the heat becoming too intense to bear. The ash in the air stung her eyes so she could hardly see where she was
         going; coughing and choking, she could barely breathe. She knew if she didn’t get out quickly, she would lose consciousness,
         and that would be the end of both her and the little girl.
      

      
      
      Driven by her need to save her gallant rescuer’s child, she ran from room to room, searching the ground floor for an exit.
         In the back parlor, everything was on fire, but as she glanced in, one of the burning shutters fell away, leaving a hole that
         led out into the night. A chance!
      

      
      The heavy brocade curtains framing the window were on fire, however. Somehow she’d have to get past them. Hurrying to the
         window, she used part of her cloak to protect her hands while she fought to pry the window open. In terrified fury, she succeeded
         at last, wasting no time in lowering the little girl out.
      

      
      ‘Run, Sarah!’

      
      As Mary struggled to follow her out the window, she was almost in the clear, when the twisting flames that were devouring
         the curtains brushed her face. She screamed, falling out the window as her whole body jerked away from the pain. Her hair
         caught; she could not writhe away from the horror; it followed her as she ran. She fell to the ground in agony, and did not
         know where the water came from as it suddenly drenched her, several buckets full.
      

      
      When she opened her eyes a moment later, she made out the shapes of several men mulling around, trying to help whomever they
         could.
      

      
      ‘The little girl!’ she wrenched out.

      
      ‘She’s right here, ma’am. Don’t try to move. The doctor’s coming.’

      
      She didn’t listen, struggling to stand. One side of her face felt flayed.

      
      At that moment, the burning roof caved in. The Golden Bull collapsed in on itself like a failed soufflé. The screams were
         lost in the roar of the victorious fire. There could be no survivors now. Unsteady on her feet, Mary gathered the thrashing
         child in her arms. She knew she was hurt badly, but somehow she was alive – and so was little Sarah. They would not be that
         way for long, however, if her evil lover and his friends came back.
      

      
      
      Blocking out the pain, Mary slipped away in the confusion, taking the child with her. She knew she must hide, must get help
         for her wounds; as soon as possible, she and the little orphan would flee to Ireland.
      

      
      The raven-haired lad with sea-colored eyes and a sulky mouth drowsed on the hard bench in the anteroom to the dean’s office,
         where he had wearily been awaiting his punishment for what seemed like ages.
      

      
      At first, Devlin James Kimball, the seventeen-year-old heir to the Strathmore viscountcy, had been too hungover from his spree
         to think at all about ‘the consequences of his actions,’ as several school officials had instructed him to do.
      

      
      Recovering somewhat later, he had spent a good twelve hours rehearsing pretty speeches with which to meet his mother’s certain
         wrath over his row with the proctor’s bulldog, but hang it all, the blackguard shouldn’t have made that remark about Admiral
         Lord Nelson’s glorious death and final victory at Trafalgar of a few weeks ago. Dev had considered it a matter of honor to
         defend his fallen idol’s name.
      

      
      Despite his excuse, though, he knew his tempestuous dam would call him to the carpet. Thankfully, Father was sure to come
         to his defense. God knew one disappointed glance from his sire weighed more on Dev than all his mother’s stormy shouting.
         He heaved a sigh and thunked his head back against the cool plaster wall, his stomach rumbling with hunger. A chap could starve
         around here. Where were they, anyway? Why had no one come for him yet?
      

      
      There was no clock in the detention room, but it felt like he had been in here for days.

      
      Again that cold, creeping feeling inched down his spine – the inexplicable premonition that something was wrong. Hearing footsteps
         coming down the corridor, he sat up and scowled at the locked door. Finally. He quickly ran his fingers through his tousled black hair and did his best to adjust his cravat, bracing himself to face
         his parents’ displeasure.
      

      
      When the door opened, however, Dev furrowed his brow, for it wasn’t Lord and Lady Strathmore, but the dean and the school
         chaplain, both old buzzards looking grim as death.
      

      
      ‘Have a seat, son,’ the dean murmured with unprecedented kindness.

      
      Dev obeyed, but glanced through the open door into the hallway and furrowed his brow. ‘Have they come?’

      
      The chaplain winced and sat down slowly with him. ‘My dear boy, we’ve sent for your aunt Augusta to come and collect you.
         I’m afraid there has been some terrible news …’
      

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      London, 1817

      
      The fanciful cupola-topped pavilion languished in desolation on the frozen marshes south of the Thames, a gaudy ruin, with
         a gray February sleet blowing against its rusty, fake turrets and boarded-up windows. Some said the place was haunted. Others
         claimed it was cursed. All that His Lordship’s unassuming little man-of-business knew, however, was that if his glamorous
         patron did not soon arrive, he was sure to catch his death in this weather.
      

      
      Clutching his umbrella over his head, Charles Beecham, Esquire, stood wrapped in his brown wool greatcoat, his beaver hat
         pulled low over his receding hairline, and a look of abject misery on his face. He sneezed abruptly into his handkerchief.
      

      
      ‘God bless ye.’ Mr. Dalloway, standing nearby, slid him a greasy grin.

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Charles clipped out before turning away from the unkempt property agent with a respectable humph.
      

      
      Dalloway was the opposition in this matter, determined to bilk His Lordship out of three thousand pounds for the dubious privilege of owning the god-forsaken place. Charles meant to advise his patron against the purchase in the strongest possible
         terms, not the least because it would fall to him to explain the mad expenditure to old Lady Ironsides. Stealing another discreet glance at his fob watch, he pursed his lips.
         Late.
      

      
      Alas, his staid life as the Strathmore family’s solicitor had become alarmingly interesting since His Lordship’s return from
         his high adventures on the seven seas and elsewhere.
      

      
      Though barely thirty, the viscount had done the sorts of things Charles preferred to read about from the safety of his favorite
         armchair. Her Ladyship had oft regaled Charles with tales of her dashing nephew’s exploits: battling pirates, chasing down
         slave ships, living with savages, fending off mountain lions, surveying temples in the wilds of Malaysia, crossing deserts
         with the nomad caravans of Kandahar. Charles had thought them a lot of cock-and-bull tales until he’d met the man. What on
         earth could he want with this place? he wondered, then rehearsed a diplomatic warning in his head: This, my lord, is precisely the sort of rash adventure that drove your uncle into dun territory. …
      

      
      Ah, but thinking a thing and saying it to Devil Strathmore were two different matters entirely.

      
      Just then, a drumming sound approached from behind the wintry shroud of pewter fog and needling rain, like thunder rumbling
         in the distance. Barely discernible at first, it swiftly formed into the deep, recognizable rhythm of pounding hoofbeats.
      

      
      At last. Charles stared in the direction of the pleasure grounds’ great iron gates. The ominous cadence grew louder – driving, relentless
         – reverberating across the marshes, until it shook the earth. Suddenly, a large black coach hurtled out of the indistinguishable
         gray, barreling up the graveled drive that offered the only safe course through the boggy waste.
      

      
      
      The quartet of fine, jet-black horses moved like liquid night, their hooves striking sure over the mud and ice, steam puffing
         from their nostrils. Stationed fore and aft on the shiny body of the coach, His Lordship’s driver, groom, and two footmen
         stared straight ahead, impervious to the weather. They were clad in traditional Strathmore livery, a sedate dun color with
         smart black piping, stiff felt tricornes on their heads, and frothy, white lace jabots at their throats.
      

      
      Charles looked askance at his opponent as Mr. Dalloway ambled down from his shelter atop the flamboyant curved steps of the
         pavilion. His wily stare was fixed on the approaching vehicle. Noting the gleam of greed in Dalloway’s eyes, Charles fretted
         with the unhappy premonition that his rival would win the day, and then what on earth would he tell Her Ladyship? He could
         only cork his terror at the thought of the formidable dowager’s displeasure by reminding himself of her stern orders seven
         months ago, upon her nephew’s return to London.
      

      
      ‘Send all of Devlin’s bills to me,’ the old dragon had instructed in no uncertain terms. When Charles had tactfully questioned the command, seeking only to
         protect the elderly woman, Her Ladyship had pooh-poohed his hesitancy. ‘It is enough that he has come home at last, Charles. My handsome nephew must cut a dash in Town! You will send his bills to me.’
      

      
      And so, obediently, Charles had.

      
      His Lordship’s bills, like a flock of ink-smudged doves, had winged their way to the dowager’s elegant villa in the Bath countryside:
         the handsome house on Portman Street and all its elegant furnishings, Aubusson carpets, French damask drapes, Classical paintings
         and nude marble statues; the wine cellar; the staff’s wages; the coach, the drag, the curricle; the horses; the clothes; the
         boots; the club dues for White’s and Brooke’s; the opera box, the parties, the jewels for himself and a number of unnamed women; even the IOU’s from a few unlucky hands at the gaming tables. Dear old Aunt Augusta had paid them all without
         a peep. But three thousand quid for an old, abandoned pleasure-ground? It seemed excessive even for him.
      

      
      As his coachman pulled the team to a halt in front of the pavilion, Charles swallowed hard, his heart beating faster. The
         footmen jumped down from their post in the back of the coach and marched forward like soulless clockwork automata, one opening
         the carriage door, the other producing an umbrella, which he held at the ready.
      

      
      Dalloway cast Charles a nervous glance, no longer looking quite so cocky.

      
      ‘You haven’t met His Lordship yet, have you?’ Charles murmured under his breath, feeling a trifle smug.

      
      Dalloway did not answer. He looked again at the coach, where the footman knocked down the folding metal steps and then held
         the door, staring forward in stone-faced efficiency.
      

      
      The first person to climb out of the coach was the amiable Bennett Freeman, a neatly dressed, young black man from America
         who served as His Lordship’s gentleman’s gentleman, had followed him on his journeys around the globe, and attended the viscount
         in much of his day-to-day business. Behind his wire-rimmed spectacles, Mr. Freeman’s intelligent brown eyes scanned the bizarre
         location with a perplexed glance, but when he saw Charles, he waved affably and dashed toward the pavilion to escape the weather.
      

      
      Next, a dainty, gloved hand emerged from the carriage, accepting the footman’s assistance. Charles sneezed again as His Lordship’s
         latest elegant ladybird stepped down from the coach and minced toward the stairs, teetering over the mud on her high metal
         pattens. It was not her clothes but her mercenary eyes and wiggly walk that gave away her profession – these days the top courtesans dressed as fine as the ton’s best hostesses. She wore a tight spencer of maroon velvet and held up her
         skirts with one gloved hand, while with the other, she tried to shield her magnificent hat with its clutch of ostrich plumes
         from the steady drizzle.
      

      
      Gentleman enough to show chivalry even to her sort, Charles hurried over and gave the high-priced harlot his umbrella.

      
      ‘Oh, thank you, sir,’ she responded in a breathy purr.

      
      Dalloway eagerly assisted the hussy in going up the wet stairs.

      
      Last of all came Devil Strathmore.

      
      The footman with the umbrella had to hold his arm higher in order to shelter his towering master from the weather. His Lordship
         slid out of the coach with a sinuous motion, then paused to adjust the fur-trimmed greatcoat of luxurious black wool that
         hung carelessly from his massive shoulders and draped his powerful frame. Small, tinted spectacles shaded his eyes from the
         flat, gray glare of afternoon; he wore his long, raven hair tied back in a silky queue. A small gold hoop adorned his left
         earlobe. Eccentricity, after all, ran in his family, as did his Irish good looks. His skin was still coppered from that desert
         he had crossed months ago, but his lazy grin when he caught sight of his loyal family retainer flashed like the white cliffs
         of Dover.
      

      
      There was no helping it. Even to a middle-aged fuddy-duddy like Charles, that smile, when Devil Strathmore doled it out, could
         make a person stand up taller. He looked every inch the hardened, worldly roué – and he was no man to cross, to be sure –
         but if he liked you, there was a warmth in him that no one could resist.
      

      
      ‘Charles, good to see you.’ Lord Strathmore strutted toward him with long-legged, confident strides, the umbrella-holding
         footman hurrying to keep up.
      

      
      
      ‘My lord.’ Charles winced at his hearty handshake and nearly tripped forward when the big man clapped him on the back.

      
      He swept an elegant gesture toward the building. ‘Shall we?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course, my lord. B-but, first I really must say—’

      
      ‘Problem, Charles?’ He took off his tinted spectacles and stared down at him for a moment with pale, wolf-like eyes.

      
      Charles looked into that fathomless gaze and saw traces of the wilderness still lingering there: leafy shadows; blue vistas;
         deep, dark canyons. He gulped. ‘N-no, of course not, my lord, no problem. It’s just, well, it’s a terrible expense, don’t
         you see.’ He faltered, seeing he was having no effect. ‘That is to say, I am not entirely sure Her Ladyship would approve.’
      

      
      Dev paused, studying him.

      
      As an ardent student of human nature, he appreciated the courage, indeed, the loyalty it took his little solicitor to stand
         up to him. He truly did. All the same, in this matter, he would brook no denial. Explaining his true motives was out of the
         question, of course. It seemed he was just going to have to brazen it out and insist on having his way because – well, because
         he was Devil Strathmore and had always done exactly what he liked.
      

      
      He slipped Charles one of his most charming smiles and tucked his spectacles inside his breast pocket. ‘Don’t be daft, Charles.
         Aunt Augusta thinks I hung the moon.’ He turned and jogged up the stairs.
      

      
      ‘Well, that is true—’ Charles hastened to follow. ‘But perhaps I could explain it better to her if it would please Your Lordship
         to inform me wh-why you wish to buy this place?’
      

      
      Dev laughed. ‘Why, for the same reason I do everything: because it amuses me. Come, come, Charles, don’t be a killjoy. Let’s
         have a look.’
      

      
      ‘But, sir – she’ll have my head for this!’

      
      
      ‘Charles.’ He stopped, turned, and sighed, then affectionately fixed the little man’s lapels. ‘Dear, dear, Charles. Neat,
         tidy Charles. Very well, I shall tell you what’s afoot, but I am taking you into strictest confidence. Understood?’
      

      
      ‘Sir!’ His eyes widened at this spectacular show of favor. ‘Of course, my lord. You have my word a-as a gentleman.’

      
      ‘Capital.’ Dev grasped his shoulder and pulled him nearer, staring firmly at him. ‘Now, then.’ He bent his head toward the
         shorter man and lowered his voice. ‘Have you ever heard, Charles, of the Horse and Chariot Driving Club?’
      

      
      Charles’s eyes widened in scandalized innocence. ‘Sir!’ he breathed.

      
      ‘Quite,’ Dev replied. ‘You know how I enjoy the sport of driving.’

      
      ‘Y-yes, sir. The curricle, the racing drag, your silver stallion—’

      
      ‘Precisely. Well, there are a few … shall we say, requirements for entrée into the club, you see.’ He ticked them off on his
         fingers. ‘First, a prospective member must be of good birth, have no morals and a great deal of money.’
      

      
      ‘But – you don’t, sir.’

      
      Dev laughed without humor. ‘Not yet, of course, but it’s the same as if I did.’

      
      Indeed, he was counting on his aunt’s fortune as critical to his success. Gambling, for example, was how he had gotten close
         to his targets in the first place, for such sharpers as the boys of the Horse and Chariot Club could always use another deep
         player to round out the whist table. Curious – the more he lost without complaint, the more the blackguards seemed to enjoy
         his company. But let them win for now, he thought. Soon, they would lose everything.
      

      
      Including their lives.

      
      ‘The second requirement an aspiring member must fulfill is to show his respect by presenting the brotherhood with a suitable gift. This—’ Dev glanced around at the building, then gave
         Charles a conspiratorial wink. ‘—will knock ‘em off their bloody feet.’
      

      
      At least it would when he had packed the floor with explosives.

      
      ‘I’ve heard there’s a third requirement,’ he added breezily, ‘but so far, I’ve been unable to find out what it is.’

      
      ‘Yes, but sir – the Horse and Chariot!’ Charles whispered in dread. ‘Everyone knows – well, you have been away from Town all
         these years – perhaps you have not heard—?’
      

      
      To Dev’s amusement, his little lawyer glanced from side to side, as though Damage Randall, Blood Staines, or that elegant
         pervert, Carstairs, might be lurking nearby.
      

      
      ‘They are a very bad sort, sir. Very bad. Duels – unspeakable things! I am quite sure your aunt would not at all approve.
         Not at all!’
      

      
      ‘Well, Charles, you may be right, but as I said, I do love the sport. A true aficionado of the four-in-hand is prepared to
         overlook such things. Don’t you agree? I’m so glad you gave me your word not to mention this to old Lady Ironsides. Shall
         we?’ Dev cast him a silky smile.
      

      
      ‘Oh, dear,’ Charles said under his breath, hurrying after him as Dev continued up the stairs. ‘Very well, but do please take
         care not to appear too eager in front of this Dalloway creature, my lord. He is a low, sly thing.’
      

      
      Having traded guns, camels, and spices with the Bedouin caravans in Marrakech, possibly the shrewdest hagglers in the world,
         he trusted he could manage one ill-groomed Cockney property agent, but Dev hid his amusement and bowed to his solicitor with
         princely grace. It was the man’s loyalty that mattered, after all. ‘Thank you, Charles. I stand duly advised.’
      

      
      Mollified by his acknowledgment, Charles followed him into the building without further fussing. Introductions were quickly exchanged, and in short order, they embarked with Mr. Dalloway
         on their tour of the pavilion.
      

      
      Leaving the octagonal foyer with its red-painted ceiling, tainted mirrors, and touches of chipped gilt, they went through
         a pair of large, ornately carved doors that looked like the product of some opium eater’s fevered fancy. The whole place had
         an eerie, almost sinister air of intoxication and decay; the lingering odor of stale beer rose up in a fog from the worm-eaten
         floorboards and mingled with the general musty smell.
      

      
      As they moved away from the foyer, the gray daylight shaded into darkness, for the windows were all boarded over. Dev’s two
         footmen carried candles for their party, as did Mr. Dalloway. They ventured deeper into the gloom, the floors creaking like
         tortured ghosts. One could almost hear the phantom echoes of forgotten laughter; spiders went scuttling across the walls.
         Even inside, the place was cold enough to cloud their breath.
      

      
      The blonde shrieked and huddled close to Dev when something swooped over their heads. Lifting the candles higher, they soon
         discovered the colonies of bats and house martins that had entered through one of the chimneys.
      

      
      In the main corridor, the flickering flames of their candelabra revealed tall columns painted like candy canes, a grimy parquet
         floor laid out in a dizzying zigzag design. Brightly colored, swirling murals flowed fantastically across the walls. Interior
         doors led to shadowed galleries and a dozen garish salons. There was even a ballroom with an elevated stand for an orchestra.
      

      
      ‘God, it’s hideous,’ Ben declared, turning to him.

      
      ‘Deliciously so,’ Dev purred too low for Dalloway to hear. He sent his trusty valet and friend a devilish glance. ‘It’s perfect.’
         The twisted lads of the Horse and Chariot would love it. The perfect setting in which to lull their senses so he could move closer to the answers he so desperately craved.
      

      
      Ben frowned, but Dalloway kept up his lively soliloquy, ignoring the rotting floorboards, the decade’s worth of cobwebs hanging
         from the lightless chandelier, and the little cascades trickling down here and there where the tin roof leaked.
      

      
      Charles wiped a chilly droplet off his forehead, his lips pursed in distaste, but Dev saw that his solicitor had been right
         about the property agent. Dalloway was as slick as oil and cheerful as a rat atop a garbage pile as he led them through the
         place, extolling its supposed virtues.
      

      
      ‘The main pavilion in which we now stand encompasses eleven thousand square feet, with extensive kitchen facilities suitable
         for feedin’ an army. Mind your step, miss. Here’s the stairs. Ye must see the rooms above …’
      

      
      On the upper floor, themed chambers led off the main corridor. One was made like a jungle; the Egypt Chamber had a fake palm
         tree sprouting up from the center of the room and walls painted with a faded trompe l’oeil of the Pyramids. Another chamber
         represented Caesar’s palace in ancient Rome, with faux-marble nudes in cheap white plaster and sprawling scarlet divans, lately
         serving as tenement housing for mice. Dev’s survey took in the tattered wall hangings and piles of bat guano.
      

      
      From the corner of his eye, he saw Dalloway creep nearer, watching him like a stray dog sizing up a ham bone that someone
         had left unguarded on the table. ‘What do you think of ’er, sir? If this property does not suit your needs, we ’ave others
         ye might like to see. What exactly is it you’re after, if I may inquire?’
      

      
      Dev stroked his chin, glancing all around him. ‘I need …’ Home territory. An environment I can control. After all, he would be surrounded by enemies. He turned smoothly with a smile, playing the role of dissipated rake to perfection.
         ‘A place where I can entertain my friends.’
      

      
      
      The blonde giggled with excitement at the prospect. Dev smiled at her, rather wishing he could remember her name. So far he
         had gotten by with darling.
      

      
      Last night was a bit of a blur, as well, but he imagined he must have enjoyed himself a great deal, by the look of her. Nevertheless,
         he had been astonished to wake up and find her still there, especially after he had worked her so hard. It had taken him half
         the night to come, not that she had seemed to mind. He couldn’t help it. He was losing all interest in these hardened professionals
         with their bag of tricks and their scheming eyes. Now he merely wondered if the chit ever planned on going home.
      

      
      ‘Entertaining, sir? Then this could be just the spot!’ Dalloway beamed, determined to make the sale. ‘This is a capital establishment
         for private parties! As Your Lordship will ’ave noted, it’s convenient to London by a short drive over the bridge, or the
         guests can be ferried over the river by the watermen. There’s plenty o’ space and many whimsical outbuildings suitable for
         all manner o’ charmin’ entertainments.’
      

      
      ‘There is also the matter of privacy. My, er, friends prefer to take their pleasures away from the scrutiny of prying eyes.
         The bloody gossip-writers follow us everywhere, don’t you know, scribbling their little tattletales.’ Dev waved his hand in
         a dismissive gesture. ‘I need a place … far from any crowds. An isolated place.’ One I can destroy without fear of harming innocent bystanders.
      

      
      ‘Well, sir, you passed the gatehouse when you come in – very sturdy, just needs a coat o’ paint. And there’s an admirable
         wrought-iron fence that runs the perimeter o’ the premises. The property has only one entrance, straight up the drive. To
         either side is bog. Very treacherous, them mud flats. The only other way in would be by boat, but then, an intruder would
         have to catch the river’s tide just right or be stranded.’
      

      
      
      Dev gave a businesslike nod and feigned indecision, but by the time they returned to the ballroom, his mind was made up. The
         place would suit his purposes to a tee.
      

      
      Dalloway turned to him, beaming. ‘As I said, sir, all she wants is a little tender lovin’ care to be brought back to ’er former
         glory.’
      

      
      ‘That will, ah, cost money,’ Charles delicately asserted.

      
      ‘Hmm,’ Dev said in a noncommittal growl. Clasping his hands behind his back, he drifted over to inspect the murals on the
         walls in all their flowery, faded exuberance, leaving his lawyer to ask Dalloway the appropriate questions.
      

      
      He gazed at a section of the mural that portrayed the beautiful goddess Flora, wearing nothing but an artfully placed garland
         of roses.
      

      
      ‘Er, my lord?’ His solicitor cleared his throat.

      
      ‘Yes, Charles?’ Dev asked in a tone of weary indulgence as he went on studying the picture, but Dalloway interrupted before
         Charles could speak.
      

      
      ‘All the paintin’s you see before you are likenesses of the famous beauties of the previous decade, milord. They all performed
         ’ere when this place was in its prime. We had water spectacles with fireworks, musical extravaganzas, tightrope walkers—’
      

      
      ‘Tightrope walkers, really?’ he asked with interest.

      
      ‘Oh, yes, sir.’

      
      ‘As I was saying—,’ Charles tried again, flicking Dalloway an annoyed glance. ‘I have doubts, sir. Serious doubts. I – I fear
         the building is not safe.’
      

      
      ‘Life … is not safe, Charles.’ Dev bent closer to the wall, narrowing his eyes at the figure of Flora as he noticed some marred
         and faded words etched on the gold ribbon that was painted below the goddess.
      

      
      Good God. He suddenly raised his arm and snapped his black-gauntleted fingers. ‘Candle.’
      

      
      
      One of the footmen immediately stepped forward and held up the light. Dev scrutinized the awkward calligraphy by the candle’s
         feeble glow, stunned to make out the name inscribed there: Miss Ginny Highgate, 1803. He stared. By God, ’twas an omen.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ Ben asked, joining him by the wall.

      
      ‘Ginny Highgate,’ Dev murmured, turning to him in amazement.

      
      They exchanged a shocked, ominous glance.

      
      ‘Oh, yes, milord,’ Dalloway offered, ‘Miss Highgate used to sing here every summer. Such a favorite she was with the lads!’

      
      ‘Who is, ah, Miss Highgate, if I may inquire?’ Charles asked.

      
      ‘A beautiful lady of the theater, sir. Irish, I think,’ Dalloway told him. ‘Such long red hair as you’ve never seen. Aye,
         all the young gents were mad for Ginny Highgate.’
      

      
      ‘What happened to her?’ the blonde piped up a trifle jealously.

      
      ‘Nobody knows,’ Dalloway said. ‘She disappeared.’

      
      Not entirely true, Dev thought, pained by his fairly clear idea of the ugly fate the young beauty had met.
      

      
      For two years, through various hired agents, he had been covertly investigating the fateful night of the fire that had taken
         his family from him. He had run from his guilt for a decade, sailing from one end of the globe to the other, but on the ten-year
         anniversary of his family’s deaths, he had resolved himself to examine every last detail of that night, something he had not
         been able to face as a shattered youth.
      

      
      It had not taken long before he had begun to notice that many of the facts about the fire did not add up. Since then, he had
         chased down every lead, had spent a fortune in bribe money, and had collected a trunkload of documents on the case – newspaper
         obituaries, indeed, full background investigations of every person who had died in the fire, interviews with the intimidated fire official, depositions from a few useful witnesses,
         logbooks from the stagecoach companies whose vehicles had traveled that stretch of the road that night. Everything he could
         lay his hands on.
      

      
      Unraveling the knot thread by meticulous thread, Dev had finally traced his way through the disappearance of Ginny Highgate,
         aka Mary Harris, to the Horse and Chariot Club, and it was there that he had met a brick wall. It seemed the murdered redhead
         was the club’s best-guarded secret.
      

      
      To learn it, Dev had spent the past six months infiltrating the group, slowly attempting to gain their trust, even though
         doing so was akin to playing roulette with his life, for they knew full well who he was.
      

      
      Why they hadn’t killed him already, he was not exactly sure; he could only conclude that, so far, they had bought into his
         highly convincing facade as a dissipated rogue of the first order. He made them believe he was such a thoughtless pleasure-seeker
         that it had never crossed his mind that his family’s destruction was anything but the tragic accident that it had been ruled.
      

      
      They surely suspected him, he mused, but he supposed they let him near because it helped them to feel that they were keeping
         an eye on him. The thing required the utmost finesse, but Dev was prepared to chance it, for the prize was the one thing he craved more
         than anything else in the world: peace.
      

      
      Answers. There could be no peace until he had answers. Why? How? All he really wanted was for life to make sense, but it didn’t
         and it wouldn’t. Not until he had the answers to the question, nay, the furious demand, that had burned in his brain for twelve
         long years and had turned the heart in him to ashes.
      

      
      What had really happened on that terrible night his family had been taken from him? Who was to blame? If there was one shred
         of hope that there was someone, anyone else that he could blame instead of himself, he was willing to go to any lengths to find it.
      

      
      By God, if it cost him his life and every last penny of his inheritance, he would find the truth, lay hold of the answers
         – answers that only his enemies could give him. And when he had the truth in his grasp, when he finally knew who had set that
         blaze, he would wreak vengeance on them in an orgy of violence the likes of which they had never seen.
      

      
      Rising once more to his full height, he moved restlessly away from the painting of Ginny Highgate and sent Dalloway a brisk
         nod. ‘Right. I’ll take it.’ Charles looked at him in alarm. ‘However, there is the question of price,’ he conceded. ‘It’s
         much too high. Charles?’
      

      
      He left his solicitor to negotiate with Mr. Dalloway and sauntered back out to the foyer, where he leaned in the battered
         doorway and stared out at the frozen swamp, feeling moody and pensive with the return of old memories.
      

      
      Ben joined him, his large brown eyes full of sensitive intelligence behind his rain-flecked spectacles as he searched Dev’s
         face. ‘Are you all right?’
      

      
      He shrugged, lost in his thoughts. Folding his arms across his chest, Dev cast a jaundiced eye over the ragged gardens. ‘I
         look at this place and see something of myself,’ he said, his voice low, edged with bitter irony. ‘Sinking into the swamp.’
         His stare wandered across the lifeless marsh, the stubbled grasses, grayed and stiff with frost. He cast Ben a cynical half-smile.
         ‘They say it’s haunted, have you heard? And cursed.’
      

      
      His friend stared earnestly at him. ‘I wish you would not do this, Dev. You can still walk away.’

      
      ‘No, I can’t.’ His wry smile faded, the cold hatred darkening his eyes once more, like a cloud shadow moving across the face
         of a sun-swept hill. ‘I pay my debts.’
      

      
      ‘Even in blood? Even if it costs you your life?’

      
      
      ‘What life?’ he whispered.

      
      He walked back to rejoin the others, leaving his loyal valet staring after him in distress. As Dev strolled back into the
         gaudy ballroom, Charles turned to him brightly.
      

      
      ‘Ah, there you are, sir!’ he said, looking pleased with himself. ‘Mr. Dalloway has agreed to a new price of thirteen hundred
         pounds. If this is acceptable to Your Lordship, the deal is done.’
      

      
      ‘You think it fair?’

      
      He nodded. ‘It is reasonable.’

      
      ‘Well done, Charles.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Cheque.’

      
      Immediately, the other footman stepped forth bearing a portable desktop, which he held for him. Dev opened the hinged top
         and pulled out his draftbook. Dipping his quillpen into the tiny inkbottle, he scratched out the promissory note, chuckling
         darkly to himself. Cursed. Haunted. How very apropos. ‘See that the place is properly insured before work begins on it, Charles.’ He handed Dalloway the cheque. ‘We’ll need a
         reliable contractor to coordinate the repairs. Carpenters, roofers, painters, plasterers.’
      

      
      ‘You need the rat-catcher first,’ Ben muttered, walking in with a disgusted glance at the ballroom while Charles blanched
         at the expenditures.
      

      
      ‘Right. Summon the exterminator to rid the place of pests. As always, thank you for your time, Charles. Mr. Dalloway, you’ve
         been most helpful. Darling.’ He beckoned impatiently to the woman and then stalked out, his entourage falling into ranks.
      

      
      Behind them, Dalloway silently danced a jig over the rotting floorboards.

      
      Upon walking back out into the cold, Dev heard the cadence of galloping hoofbeats and looked over to find someone riding hard
         up the drive.
      

      
      ‘What an ugly horse,’ Ben remarked, also watching the rider.

      
      
      ‘Fast, though. Good, long stride,’ Dev murmured. ‘Are we expecting someone?’

      
      ‘No, my lord,’ Charles offered, ‘I believe it is an herald.’

      
      And indeed, as the rider came closer, they could see the cockade in his hat and the uniform that marked him as an express
         messenger. Dev helped the blonde into the coach, and a moment later, the rider reined in nearby, his horse’s hooves kicking
         up a clattery spray of gravel.
      

      
      ‘Lord Strathmore?’ he called out.

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘Express for you, sir!’ The messenger held out the letter.

      
      ‘Thank you.’ He quickly took the letter before the ink ran and nodded to Ben to pay the messenger for the delivery. BATH, read the outer fold of the envelope.
      

      
      Aunt Augusta?

      
      A twinge of guilt stabbed him. He knew he owed the old girl a visit. More than that, he wanted to see her. The dragon had
         been like a mother to him. She had even saved his life back when he was twenty-one, half-mad with grief, and destroying himself
         with the bottle. She had bought him a ship, put him on it, and sent him off to see the world in the care of their gruff Scots
         gamekeeper, Duncan MacTavish. Hang it, he missed the old girl, he thought as he broke the wax seal, but each time he thought
         of going to see her, everything in him shied away again like a spooked horse refusing a jump.
      

      
      He couldn’t help it. The love in him was so tied up with loss and pain that he could scarce separate one from the other, and
         so tended to avoid the whole situation. Like a coward, his conscience readily supplied. He ignored it, his lips twisting in broody self-annoyance while Ben counted out the messenger’s
         charge.
      

      
      Dev opened the neatly folded letter and read. As his gaze skimmed the page, the blood promptly drained from his face:

      
      
      

         Express

         9 February 1817

         Bath

         Dear Lord Strathmore,
         

         Though we have never met, I trust you will forgive my presumption in writing to you on a matter of greatest urgency. Necessity
               compels me to set propriety aside to convey to you a most alarming intelligence.
         

         My name is Miss Elizabeth Carlisle, and since August, I have been serving in the capacity of lady’s companion to your esteemed
               Aunt. It is my sorrowful duty to advise you of a change in the excellent health Her Ladyship has always heretofore enjoyed,
               and to implore you, if you love her, to come with all due haste … before it is too late.
         

         Godspeed,
         

         E. Carlisle

      



      
      For a moment, Dev could only stand there, his face drained of color.

      
      No. Not yet. She’s all I have left.
      

      
      ‘My lord?’ Charles ventured in a worried tone. ‘Is aught amiss?’

      
      Without a word, Dev strode over, reached up, pulled the messenger down bodily from his horse, and swung up into the still-warm
         saddle.
      

      
      ‘What the devil—’

      
      ‘Pay him, Charles. I’ll leave this brute in the stable at home. I must to Bath.’ His voice sounded odd and tight in his ears.
         ‘I’ll take the curricle – it’s fastest.’ He gathered the reins and wheeled the roan around, glancing over his shoulder. ‘Ben,
         follow with my things.’
      

      
      ‘But, Devlin!’ the blonde protested, poking her head out the carriage window in that ridiculous feathered hat.

      
      
      He rolled his eyes, losing patience. ‘Would someone please take that woman home or wherever it is that she goes?’
      

      
      She let out an angry gasp, but he was already gone, galloping off, hell-for-leather, down the drive, his stomach knotted with
         panicked dread and guilt for neglecting his only living kin. The despairing knowledge spiraled through his mind that when
         Aunt Augusta finally left him – never mind his vast inheritance – he would be left completely and unutterably alone.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Bath, the next day

      
      Translucent in the light, the delicate porcelain shard was as thin and fragile as a bit of some exotic eggshell as she held
         it up between her fingers, studying its shape. She tested it here and there on the half-mended vase until she found the spot
         where the little piece fit; dabbing the jagged edges with a few droplets from her tiny glue brush, she gently pressed the
         broken fragment back into place. Lizzie Carlisle sat very still, careful not to let her hand waver lest the piece set crookedly.
      

      
      White winter sunshine streamed through the lace curtains, but the parlor smelled of springtime, of beeswax and lemons, with
         a graceful hint of lavender from the dried bouquet on the round worktable where she sat. The restful silence of her employer’s
         elegant country villa was broken only by the muffled voices from the next room, where Dr. Bell was quizzing the dowager on
         her latest symptoms.
      

      
      Cautiously releasing her hold on the shattered vase, Lizzie glued another piece back into place and cast a skeptical glance
         upward at the culprit. Pasha, Lady Strathmore’s haughty Persian cat, lay luxuriously sprawled atop the Chippendale highboy, his fluffy tail swinging idly over the edge, his gold eyes gleaming with a distinct look of feline amusement at the
         hapless human whose job it was to smooth out all of life’s little disasters. If one of the maids had broken the small, elegant
         Wedgwood vase – a gift from Her Ladyship’s rakehell nephew – the servant would have been summarily sacked, but the dowager’s
         spoiled darling appeared not a whit repentant.
      

      
      ‘You, sir, are a menace to society,’ she told the cat with a pointed glance.

      
      Pasha’s sable-tipped ears merely twitched with a knowing air.

      
      Just then, the parlor doors swung open and Lizzie glanced over, flashing a quick, warm smile as the dowager and her doctor
         came in from the drawing room. Hastily setting her project aside, she rose to greet them.
      

      
      Frail but regal, Augusta, the Dowager Viscountess Strathmore, sat in her wheeled Bath chair like on a throne as her handsome
         young doctor gallantly rolled her in. Her Ladyship still commanded a stately beauty, her wrinkled skin taut across her high
         cheekbones. Her blue eyes were rheumy, but as bright and shrewd as ever.
      

      
      ‘Here we are, then.’ Dr. Andrew Bell had a cherubic face, a tousle of blond hair, and big, brown, puppy-dog eyes. In the environs
         of Bath, he was considered a fine catch, quite making his fortune. He ran a thriving practice and had recently enhanced his
         medical reputation by inventing the wildly popular Dr. Bell’s New Pills for Bilious Complaints. Even the local vicar swore
         by them.
      

      
      ‘So, Dr. Bell, how do you find your patient today?’ Lizzie asked with cordial cheer. As an afterthought, she turned and put
         the lid back on the glue, with a suspicious glance at Pasha.
      

      
      ‘Right as rain, I am happy to say,’ he declared with an amiable smile.

      
      ‘Told you so,’ Lady Strathmore clipped out, brushing a few long cat hairs off her black bombazine skirts with an air of brisk nonchalance. ‘There’s nothing wrong with me.’
      

      
      ‘And we are glad to know it,’ he agreed, meeting Lizzie’s gaze with a twinkle in his eyes at old Ironsides’s curmudgeonly
         manner. ‘I vow it must be the excellent care that Miss Carlisle is taking of you that is to account for it, my lady.’
      

      
      ‘Bosh,’ Lizzie muttered, blushing slightly as she bustled over to poke the hearth fire back to life lest Lady Strathmore catch
         a chill.
      

      
      Dr. Bell watched Lizzie with attentive interest; the dowager observed him with a narrow smile. ‘Won’t you stay for tea, dear
         boy?’ she purred, then gestured to Lizzie to ring the bellpull.
      

      
      She obeyed, even as Dr. Bell touched his hand to his heart with a fond wince. ‘I wish I could, ma’am. Alas, I must look in
         on the Harris children. The whole brood has come down with the measles.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, dear. We shall add them to our prayers.’ Lizzie turned to him, fretting at the news. When the weather was fine, their
         neighbor’s rambunctious children sometimes visited, bringing cheer and laughter into the house. ‘Do tell Mrs. Harris that
         if there is anything I can do to help, she need only ask.’
      

      
      ‘How thoughtful you are, Miss Carlisle. I am sure she will appreciate your kind offer.’ His gently admiring gaze was a little
         too intent for Lizzie’s comfort, but thankfully, Margaret, the maid, appeared just then in answer to the bell.
      

      
      The skinny, sallow girl dropped a curtsy. ‘ ’Ow might I be of assignation, milady?’ she asked proudly.

      
      All three of them looked at the girl in bafflement for a second; then Lizzie winced with private chagrin at her pupil’s blunder.

      
      ‘What a bizarre question.’ The dowager turned to Lizzie, nonplussed. ‘Whatever does the silly creature mean? Assignation?’

      
      ‘Ah, assistance, ma’am,’ Lizzie soothed, coloring a bit. ‘She meant assistance.’
      

      
      
      ‘Pardon my corrigendum, ma’am,’ Margaret piped up, undaunted. ‘I seem to have misunderspoken myself.’

      
      ‘Daft gel, have you been in the liquor?’ Lady Strathmore demanded.

      
      Margaret gasped. ‘No, ma’am! Never!’

      
      ‘Then cease this gibberish at once and fetch our tea.’

      
      Lizzie sent Margaret a bolstering look, but the crestfallen maid fled. ‘Really, my lady, one oughtn’t mock her. She is doing
         her best to learn.’
      

      
      ‘I am well aware of your bluestocking proclivities, Miss Carlisle, but I will not have you ruining the lower servants with
         this nonsense of teaching them to read. You must desist. It can only come to no good.’
      

      
      ‘But, ma’am—’

      
      ‘Servants reading! Unnatural, I say. Really, child, you have the most extraordinary notions.’

      
      ‘Margaret is surprisingly clever—’

      
      ‘I prefer her ignorant, the way God intended her to be.’

      
      Stifling a cough of laughter, Dr. Bell sent Lizzie a look of discreet congratulation for her efforts. ‘Pardon me, ladies,
         but I really should be going.’
      

      
      ‘Of course, dear boy. We mustn’t keep you from your very important work of ministering to the sick of the parish. Would you
         be so kind, Miss Carlisle, as to show Dr. Bell out, hmm?’
      

      
      Mischief glinted in Lady Strathmore’s sharp blue eyes as she turned to her companion.

      
      ‘Of course,’ Lizzie answered faintly after the barest pause.

      
      Curse the old girl’s deuced matchmaking.

      
      Dr. Bell bowed to the dowager and wished her well, then gestured to Lizzie to lead the way.

      
      ‘I say, the weather has cleared up nicely,’ he attempted as they walked out to the spacious entrance hall with its light blue
         walls, white columns, and Italian marble floor. ‘Quite a bluster through the night.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed.’ The frigid gales and snow of the night before had ceased by afternoon.

      
      ‘Perhaps we shall see an early spring,’ he suggested.

      
      ‘One can hope.’ She forced a smile and looked around at nothing in particular, nervously rearranging the umbrellas in their
         stand beside the door. Dr. Bell buttoned up his neat blue coat. When Lizzie handed him his top hat, he held her in an earnest
         gaze for a moment.
      

      
      ‘I should very much like to see you ladies at the next Assembly Ball, Miss Carlisle. It would lift Her Ladyship’s spirits
         – and mine.’
      

      
      ‘Oh—!’ Startled, Lizzie swiftly opted to ignore his cautious overture. ‘If she is well enough to venture out, I’m sure we
         shall try.’
      

      
      ‘I will content myself with that hope, then.’ He put on his hat. ‘If you need me,’ he added softly, ‘send for me anytime.’

      
      ‘I thank you, sir,’ she said, stiffening slightly.

      
      He tipped his hat, looking mystified but undiscouraged by her stubborn reticence. ‘Good day, Miss Carlisle.’

      
      She bowed her head in answer; then he strode out to his waiting carriage, a handsome barouche drawn by a team of fine liver
         bays. Enjoying the bracing rush of chilly fresh air, Lizzie raised her hand in a courteous salute as he drove away.
      

      
      As she lingered in the open doorway, her gaze swept the frozen hills. The landscape was dusted in a thin but crisp coat of
         snow, the broad curve of the road beyond like a dark ribbon on a field of white. There was no sign of Devil Strathmore yet,
         but with the roads coated with snow and ice from the fierce blow last night, she did not expect him until tomorrow at the
         earliest.
      

      
      She closed the front door and went back to the parlor, where Margaret had just brought in the tea tray.

      
      
      Taking her seat across from her employer, Lizzie smoothed her beige muslin skirts and avoided the dowager’s expectant stare.

      
      ‘Well?’ Lady Strathmore toyed with the long strand of jet beads that hung around her neck and eyed Lizzie in knowing amusement.
         ‘What say you, gel? He is very gallant.’
      

      
      Lizzie shrugged, said nothing, and nodded Margaret’s dismissal. The chambermaid scurried out.

      
      ‘Oh, come, Lizzie, he is a poppet,’ the dowager scolded with barely suppressed mirth. ‘You do not like him?’

      
      ‘To be sure, he is an excellent doctor, amiable, competent, and kind.’ She focused her attention on the task of pouring out.
         ‘Beyond that, I have no thoughts of him whatever.’
      

      
      ‘La, the poor boy will be crushed! I daresay he comes here to see you more than me, for I have very little use for his services.’
      

      
      ‘Ma’am, really. Dr. Bell’s sole interest lies in your good health, as you well know.’

      
      ‘Oh?’ The viscountess shot her an arch look from across her teacup. ‘He asked me in confidence if I thought you might be amenable
         to a drive in his new barouche.’
      

      
      ‘He what? Good Lord!’ Lizzie set the teapot down in astonished indignation. ‘Can’t the man see that I am on the shelf?’
      

      
      ‘Stuff and nonsense, Miss Carlisle. You’re barely twenty.’

      
      ‘I’ll be twenty-two this autumn,’ she said hotly.

      
      ‘Tut, tut, the only person who decides when a woman is on the shelf is the woman elle-même.’
      

      
      ‘Well, if I choose to put myself on the shelf, that is my own affair, surely,’ she huffed, much to the dowager’s amusement.

      
      ‘But why, in heaven’s name, when there are respectable young gentlemen of pleasing countenance and promising expectations
         eager to pay suit, despite your efforts to put them off? Ungrateful gel, I daresay you want for a proper feminine vanity.’
      

      
      
      ‘What I lack in vanity, ma’am, I hope to make up for in sense. My passion is for books, not a pair of handsome eyes or a well-turned
         calf.’
      

      
      ‘Extraordinary. Do you claim to be immune to the attentions of a charming young man? Even I am not. Never was.’

      
      ‘A man is a creature who will say anything to get what he wants,’ she replied in a blithely philosophic tone, mollified by
         her own certainty on this point. She shook out her napkin and laid it on her lap.
      

      
      ‘Even the saintly young Bell, trotting from house to house, mending his neighbor’s ills of body and mind?’

      
      ‘New carriage, did he say? Impressive how profitable such altruism can be.’

      
      ‘Touché, my dear, touché.’ Lady Strathmore chuckled, sipping her tea. ‘Still, you might at least try getting to know him better.’

      
      ‘I might also try whale hunting, bullfighting, or getting lost in the Sahara atop a camel. Oh, yes, that would be a grand
         adventure …’
      

      
      Her employer was laughing. ‘Then you’d be like Dev.’

      
      ‘Mmm.’ Lizzie hid her thorough skepticism about Lord Strathmore’s supposed exploits, which she considered highly exaggerated
         at best.
      

      
      Any man who had seen and done so many incredible things would surely not be wasting his time living like a dissipated rake
         in London, as Lord Strathmore had been doing since his return to England some months ago. She knew his type – hedonistic,
         immature. But she supposed a man like that had to seek his thrills somehow.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ Lady Strathmore prodded.

      
      Lizzie gave her a wry smile. ‘If I were to let the oh-so-wonderful Dr. Bell court me, sooner or later, I would notice something
         base and inevitably low in his male nature, and then I would kick myself for wasting my time with him when I could have been here with you, keeping you out of mischief – or trying to.’
      

      
      ‘But you must be practical, my dear. The abundant faults of the male species aside, you must have a husband, children to look
         after you in your old age. You don’t want to end up like me.’
      

      
      ‘For shame, ma’am, I should be very happy to be like you in any respect, and rest assured, I am not at all concerned for my
         old age. As it happens, I have already made provisions to support myself when I am a spinster lady of advanced years.’
      

      
      ‘How shockingly independent.’

      
      ‘Thank you,’ she replied with a firm nod, though she gathered it wasn’t a compliment. ‘I shall open a bookshop in Russell
         Square – I’m sure I’ve told you all this before.’
      

      
      ‘Bookshop!’ the dowager snorted. ‘A young woman of your caliber has a duty to concern herself with the multiplication of the
         species, Miss Carlisle. Really,’ she continued as Lizzie blinked at the rare compliment from the old dragon, ‘I have never
         in all my days heard a woman speak so cheerfully about spinsterhood. It’s altogether morbid.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ Lizzie answered with caution. ‘I rather like it on the shelf, safely out of harm’s way – where certain
         “cats” of my acquaintance cannot knock one down and shatter one into a hundred bits, like your poor vase.’
      

      
      Lady Strathmore leaned nearer, sliding her a mischievous smile. ‘But on the shelf, my dear, all you get is dusty.’

      
      Lizzie burst out laughing and shook her head at the incorrigible old woman. Nevertheless, she was eager for a change of subject
         rather than her nonexistent love life. She turned to show Lady Strathmore the progress she had made on repairing her treasured
         vase, when suddenly a high-pitched shriek pierced the air from somewhere near the entrance hall.
      

      
      ‘Good heavens, what now?’ her employer exclaimed.

      
      Lizzie was already on her feet, rushing to see what was the matter. She was halfway across the room when Margaret burst into the doorway with a look of wild excitement.
      

      
      ‘Oh, milady, it’s Master Dev! He’s come! He’s riding up the drive!’

      
      ‘Devlin?’ the old woman breathed, her face lighting up with instantaneous joy.

      
      ‘Aye, ma’am!’ Margaret cried, her eyes sparkling. ‘He’ll be here in a trice!’

      
      ‘Heaven preserve us!’ she whispered. ‘He’s come!’ Radiating shocked amazement and motherly pride, the formidable old dragon
         did not seem to know what to do with herself all of a sudden. She was breathless, positively fluttering. ‘Why, that rascal,
         he gave no warning! Isn’t that just like him? Well, don’t just stand there, daft creature! Run and tell Cook to set another
         place for supper! My nephew will be hungry – he always is! Lusty appetite, that boy – no doubt it’s why he’s grown into such
         a fine, strapping figure of a man.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am!’ Margaret agreed a bit too eagerly, then dashed out a curtsy and raced off to carry out the divine privilege
         of feeding Master Dev.
      

      
      ‘I don’t trust a man who doesn’t relish a good meal,’ Lady Strathmore went on, quickly wiping away a tear that she thought
         no one saw, but Lizzie barely paid heed.
      

      
      She stood frozen with astonishment, her mind in a whirl.

      
      Good God, her ruse had worked!

      
      But how? How on earth had he gotten here so fast? He would have had to have traveled all night through the blizzard at breakneck
         speed—
      

      
      ‘Quickly, child, how do I look?’ Lady Strathmore demanded. Busily adjusting the lappets of her black lace house cap, her cheeks
         were flushed with pleasure, her coloring better than Lizzie had seen it in weeks.
      

      
      It was miraculous.

      
      
      Darling Dev had not even shown his face yet, but somehow he had the power to revitalize the old woman with an impact that
         all Lizzie’s patient, cheerful, daily companionship could not begin to approach. And that, she supposed with a lonely pang,
         was the power of genuine love.
      

      
      ‘You look beautiful, ma’am,’ she forced out. ‘As ever.’

      
      ‘Well, don’t just stand there, Lizzie, go and change that frumpy gown!’

      
      ‘Ma’am!’ she said indignantly.

      
      ‘I’ve told you how stylish he is.’

      
      A hint of temper flashed across her brow. ‘It’s not the Regent come, my lady.’

      
      ‘Headstrong gel. Take that awful thing off, at least.’ Lady Strathmore pointed to her head.

      
      Lizzie frowned, touching her white muslin house cap. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

      
      ‘It makes you look old.’
      

      
      ‘I am old,’ she insisted.

      
      ‘Child, I have gowns in my closet that are older than you. Well, suit yourself, stubborn creature. You always do. But don’t
         blame me if Devlin teases you about your dress. He is always teasing,’ she added with lavish doting.
      

      
      ‘He wouldn’t dare.’

      
      ‘Oh-ho, dear miss, there is little my nephew would not dare. I cannot wait for you to meet him at last!’

      
      ‘My lady, I pray you, do not set your hopes too high,’ Lizzie warned with an earnest shake of her head. ‘I doubt His Lordship
         will be able to stay long.’
      

      
      Especially when he realized the truth of her deception.

      
      ‘Of course he won’t stay long, silly chit. One can hardly expect a Corinthian of Devlin’s mettle to spend his days squiring
         his old dragon aunt around Bath. Now, do hurry, Miss Carlisle. It is a grand occasion!’ Lady Strathmore gripped the wheels of her Bath chair and rolled herself out of the ground-floor parlor and toward the entrance hall.
      

      
      Change my gown, indeed. For what? Lizzie scoffed. Glamorous, highborn rakes did not even see plain, sensible women like her, she knew from experience. Besides, she had too much self-respect to go prancing about in
         finery merely to attract the notice of a loose-living scoundrel whose character she doubted and whose manner of living she
         disparaged.
      

      
      But despite her employer’s urge to hurry, she lingered in the parlor a moment longer, a trifle apprehensive to learn what
         manner of man she had deceived. Hearing his horse’s hoofbeats approaching even now, she sidled over to the window, nudged
         one of the lace curtains aside, and stole a discreet peek out.
      

      
      Instantly, her eyes flared with alarm – and a certain measure of confusion.

      
      There must be some mistake. The man she saw did not match her expectations one iota – not a pampered prince, but a fierce-eyed,
         black-haired warrior-hellion, who yanked his snorting horse to a clattering halt and flung down from the saddle, his sodden
         greatcoat whirling around his massive frame with the motion. A brooding scowl hardened the ruthless planes and angles of his
         fiendishly handsome face, sun-coppered, she realized, by his adventures in more sultry climes.
      

      
      Stalking swiftly toward the house, he was wild and wind tousled, dripping with the elements, his chiseled face flecked with
         mud and cold with hellbent will. He paid no mind to the groom who dashed out to meet him and captured the pawing horse’s bridle.
         His battle stare was fixed on the front door.
      

      
      Lizzie’s heart stopped for a second in sheer disbelief as she stared at him, fascinated and appalled. It was all too easy,
         in a flash, to imagine him in flowing desert garb, strapped with a huge, curved sword; too easy to picture him roaring orders
         at his crew from the storm-lashed rigging of his gun-ship.
      

      
      
      Good heavenly Lord. She gulped.
      

      
      Surely this ruthless-looking giant was not the man she had crossed. Not the decadent London rake she had planned to take to
         task like a truant schoolboy.
      

      
      Devil Strathmore could not have been more intimidating if he were clad in black chain mail with a broadsword in his leather-gauntleted
         hands.
      

      
      His jet-black mane was a wild tangle that flowed over his shoulders. Her eyes widened to spy the small gold hoop that glinted
         in his left earlobe, paganlike.
      

      
      Then he cast a glance over his shoulder at his horse – perhaps making sure he had not killed the animal in his haste – and
         it was then that Lizzie spotted the scarlet streak of blood that marred his right cheek, beneath the spatters of mud and grime
         from the road.
      

      
      With a gasp, she clapped her hand to her mouth. He was bleeding! But why? What had happened? He marched on, and she leaned
         forward so fast to keep watching him that she bumped her forehead on the wavy glass, but he exited her line of vision, disappearing
         into the house.
      

      
      Oh, dear. She winced and rubbed her brow in dazed dismay as she withdrew from the window. Oh, dear, oh, dear. For the first time, the possibility occurred to her that she might have made a … serious miscalculation. She heard the front
         door open from a distance through the house, but suddenly did not know what to think. Until this moment, the main evidence
         on which she had based her admittedly low opinion of the dowager’s nephew was the steady stream of his bills that arrived
         each month on Her Ladyship’s desk.
      

      
      Lizzie knew that she had no business peeking at her employer’s correspondence, but once she had begun to suspect how Darling
         Dev was taking advantage of his aunt’s blind love, she had made it her business to keep an eye on those despicable endless bills. Each one had made her a little more resentful than the last, but his gambling debt that had come last week
         had been the last straw, pushing her past the point of fury into brazen action. For reasons she did not care to examine, Lizzie
         had been so outraged by his insolent assumption that his rich aunt would pay his gambling debts, no questions asked, that
         she had dashed out her letter with shaking hands and had sent it to London by the express messenger, bent on teaching the
         cad a lesson.
      

      
      If he came every now and then – if he cared – it would be different, but the blackguard could not even be bothered to write
         his aunt the occasional letter, never mind the old woman thought the sun shone for him and paid all his bills, placing no
         restraints on him whatsoever. Lady Strathmore might never complain, but as Her Ladyship’s caretaker, Lizzie was fed up with
         it. She could not bear another day of watching the lonely old woman staring out the window for endless hours with her heart
         slowly breaking, thinking she had been forgotten by her only living kin.
      

      
      Coldly satisfied with her dispatch, she had thought herself fully prepared for Lord Strathmore’s reaction when he arrived.
         She had imagined a pampered rogue sulking and huffing and stomping about in his overpriced boots, fretting over the fact that
         he would miss a few nights’ revels all for naught, but his ire would not ruffle her calm nature, and her ruse had at least
         a chance, she had hoped, of teaching him to appreciate his aunt’s love.
      

      
      It had seemed a perfect plan. From the moment she had penned her angry letter, there had been no doubt in her mind that she
         had done the right thing.
      

      
      But now the thought of that hard-eyed giant’s wrath made her heart pump with trepidation, while guilt began poking at her
         overactive conscience. Why was he bleeding?
      

      
      
      It was unlike her to lie under any circumstances: she had certainly not intended for the man to suffer physical injury because
         of her deception. Had he taken a spill on the road? Well, it was no wonder, given the weather last night, she mused, then
         shook her head to herself uneasily. Riding all night through blizzardlike conditions was hardly the sign of a man who did
         not care.
      

      
      Normally rock-sure of her judgment, she felt thrown off balance and glanced toward the parlor door, wondering how to proceed.
         A disturbing suspicion was forming at the back of her mind that she had somehow confused Devil Strathmore with someone else.
         Some other London rake. Someone whose name had been struck from the book of her mind with a great, black X and who, henceforth, would only be referred to as A Certain Person.
      

      
      And then another thought struck her, one so dire that the color drained from her face. Lady Strathmore was going to be furious.

      
      Good God, it was bad enough that she had dared to deceive a man so far above her station, even if her intentions had been
         the very best. But if Darling Dev had been injured because of her meddling, why, that could be grounds for dismissal! This
         might well cost her her job.
      

      
      A wave of faint nausea washed over her as she remembered anew the bitter reality of her station. Would she never learn? She
         was not part of the family. The dowager’s villa had begun to feel like home, but it was not really her home, and if she displeased,
         she could be sent packing, like any other employee. Truly scared now, her mouth going dry, Lizzie bunched her fists at her
         sides, gathered her courage, and forced herself out of the parlor to meet her fate.
      

      
      Instead of going directly to the entrance hall, however, she glided down the hallway to the closet tucked beneath the stairs,
         reached in, and took out a nice, clean, folded, white towel. She shut the closet silently, then turned and squared her shoulders.
         Holding the towel against her chest, she did her best to school her expression into one that she hoped resembled her usual
         serenity and marched resolutely toward the entrance hall, fairly certain she was about to get the sack. What then? she thought. Where will I go? She had no home of her own. She never had. All her life she had lived on the fringes of other people’s families.
      

      
      Dragging her feet down the corridor to the entrance hall, Lizzie heard Lady Strathmore’s regal voice lifted in joy to greet
         her nephew while the staff made much of him.
      

      
      The man, no doubt, was baffled.

      
      She could hear a deep, gentle baritone voice anxiously questioning Her Ladyship. She closed her eyes at the bewildered anguish
         in his tone. He sounded thoroughly shaken.
      

      
      ‘What’s happened, Aunt Augusta? Tell me everything at once. Why are you out of bed? Shouldn’t you be lying down?’

      
      ‘Lying down? Devlin, it is the middle of the day.’

      
      ‘Yes, but—’

      
      ‘But what?’ The dowager sounded bemused.

      
      A pause.

      
      ‘I thought— That is to say— Do you mean you’re … all right?’

      
      ‘Of course, I’m all right.’ The dowager laughed unconcernedly. ‘Darling, what in the world?’

      
      Lizzie arrived at the far end of the entrance hall and stopped, her presence yet unnoticed. Seeing them, her heart clenched
         at the unexpected tableau before her: Lady Strathmore was an aged queen on her throne, her nephew on one knee before her like
         her most devoted knight, mud streaked and bloodied from battle. Dripping with cold and shivering a little, he searched her
         face with an earnest, upward gaze, the shadow of frantic fear in his light eyes.
      

      
      
      ‘You’re sure – there’s nothing wrong? You would not lie to me, Aunt Augusta? You are feeling well?’

      
      ‘I’m fine, Devlin!’ The dowager chuckled. ‘Dear boy, did you come all this way to ask me that?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ he whispered, and stared at her for a long moment, comprehending at last that she was telling the truth. Then he closed
         his eyes with a look of utter relief and slowly laid his forehead on her knee.
      

      
      ‘Darling, what is the matter?’ Lady Strathmore rested her hand on his tousled hair. ‘You’re beginning to scare me, Devlin.
         Where is your carriage? You’re a mess.’
      

      
      ‘I know. Sorry.’ He did not lift his head.

      
      ‘My God, Devlin, is that blood on your cheek? What’s happened?’ the dowager cried.

      
      ‘Mishap on the road. It’s nothing,’ he said, quickly ending her fright.

      
      ‘What is going on? I demand that you tell me right now—’

      
      ‘I missed you,’ he whispered. ‘That’s all.’

      
      Staring at him with deepening wonder, thoroughly mystified, Lizzie shivered with some strange, vaguely frightening emotion.
         Why did he not speak out? He could have exposed her, could have mentioned her letter, but he had not. At least not yet.
      

      
      ‘There, there, my sweet boy,’ his aunt chided, petting his sleek raven hair for a moment. ‘You know I’m always here for you.
         Tell me what’s the matter, Devlin. I shall fret with worry till you do.’
      

      
      ‘I … had a dream you were sick.’

      
      ‘Well, I daresay I’m in better shape than you. Put your mind at ease. Dr. Bell was here a short while ago and said I’m as
         right as rain. Didn’t he, Lizzie?’
      

      
      At the mention of her name, his head snapped up. His eyes narrowed.

      
      Lizzie tensed, awkwardly holding the towel. His gaze fixed on her, and the coldness that came into his pale, glittering eyes made her gulp.
      

      
      Oh, yes, it seemed he had figured it out.

      
      Lady Strathmore did not appear to notice the sudden hostile tension that crackled in the air. ‘Dev, dear, you have not met
         my young companion. Allow me to present Miss Elizabeth Carlisle.’
      

      
      Rising with a smooth motion, he stared at her, for all the world like a big, bristling wolf.

      
      ‘Lizzie, this is my Devlin.’ Beaming, the old lady clung to his gauntleted hand.

      
      He moved in front of his aunt slightly – as if to protect the dowager from Lizzie!

      
      ‘My lord.’ Her heart thumping, she managed a stilted curtsy.

      
      ‘Miss … Carlisle.’ The way he held her in an arctic stare, it seemed she was not so invisible, after all; all things considered,
         she rather wished at the moment that she were. His sea-bright eyes brimmed with dangerous fury and a rich promise that she
         was in for it.
      

      
      Still waiting on the very knife edge for him to expose her lie, she swallowed hard and ventured forward with her peace offering.
         ‘Um, towel?’
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