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            Chapter One

         

         “You isn’t to be hanged on Monday!” Ned declared. “Old Fletcher’s got the bloody flux. Can’t stir but two feet from the chamber pot. Warden says no hangings on Monday!”

         Joy was the first casualty in Newgate prison. When Ned skipped into Quinn Wentworth’s cell, the boy’s rare, angelic smile thus had a greater impact than his words. An uncomfortable emotion stirred, something Quinn might once have called hope but now considered a useless reflex.

         “You mean I won’t be hanged this Monday.”

         Consternation replaced ebullience on the grimy little face. “Old Fletcher might die, sir, and then who would they find to do the business? Your family will get you out, see if they don’t.”

         Quinn had forbidden his siblings to “get him out.” Abetting the escape of a convicted felon was itself a hanging felony, as were 219 other crimes, among them stealing anything valued at more than twelve pence.

         “Thank you for bringing me the news,” Quinn said. “Have you eaten today?”

         Ned studied ten dirty little toes. “Not so’s I’d notice.”

         All manner of strange protocols applied in Newgate. One of the most powerful and feared bankers in London could invite a pickpocket to dine, for example, simply because the banker had learned that company—any company at all—was a distraction from impending death.

         Despite the signed warrant dictating Quinn’s fate, his cell might have been a successful solicitor’s quarters. The floor was carpeted, the bed covered with clean linen, the desk stocked with paper, quill pen, two pencils, ink, and even—such was the honor expected of a wealthy felon—a penknife. The window let in fresh air and a precious square of sunlight, which Quinn valued more than all of the room’s other comforts combined.

         Even in the relatively commodious state quarters, the foodstuffs had to be kept in a bag tied to the rafters, lest the rodents help themselves uninvited. The pitcher of ale on the windowsill was covered to prevent flies from drowning themselves along with their sorrows.

         “Fetch the ale,” Quinn said. “We’ll share some bread and cheese.”

         Ned was stronger and faster than he looked, and more than capable of getting the ale without spilling a drop. Quinn, by contrast, usually tried to appear less muscular and fit than he was. The warden had taken one pitying look at him and muttered about the big ones dying quickest on the end of a rope.

         That comment—a casual, not intentionally cruel observation—had made real the fact of execution by order of the Crown. Hanged by the neck until dead, as the judge had said. The proper fate in the eyes of the law for most who violated the Sixth Commandment.

         Though to be accurate, Quinn’s crime was manslaughter rather than murder, else even all of his coin might have been insufficient to earn him quarters outside the dungeons.

         “Shall I get the bread?” Ned asked.

         The child was being polite, which ought not to be possible, given his upbringing—or perhaps he was being cautious.

         Incarceration had also revealed in Quinn a latent propensity for rumination. What would death by hanging be like? Was the point of the proceeding to end the felon’s life, or to subject him to such awful, public indignity that he welcomed his own demise?

         “The bread, sir?” Ned’s gaze had grown wary.

         “And the cheese,” Quinn said, taking down the sack suspended from the rafter. Cutting the bread required patient use of the penknife. Davies, Quinn’s self-appointed man-of-all-work, and Penny, the whore-turned-chambermaid, were privileged to carry knives, but Quinn shuddered to contemplate what improprieties those knives had got up to when their owners had been at liberty.

         Quinn set the food on the table, cut two thick slices of bread for the boy, situated cheese between them, and poured the child some ale.

         Pewter tankards, no less. That would be Althea’s influence, as was the washstand with the porcelain pitcher and basin. Quinn had been born in the poorest of York’s slums, but saw no need to die looking like a ruffian.

         “Aren’t you hungry, sir?” Ned had wolfed down half his sandwich and spoken with his mouth full.

         Quinn took a sip of fine summer ale. “Not particularly.”

         “But you must keep up your strength. My brother Bob told me that before he was sent off. Said when the magistrate binds you over, the most important thing is to keep up your strength. You durst not go before the judge looking hangdog and defeated. You can’t run very far on an empty belly neither.”

         The boy had lowered his voice on that last observation.

         “I’ll not be escaping, Ned,” Quinn said gently. “I’ve been found guilty and I must pay the price.” Though escape might be possible. Such an undertaking wanted vast sums of money—which Quinn had—and a willingness to live the life of a fugitive, which Quinn lacked.

         “Why is the Quality all daft?” Ned muttered, around another mouthful of bread and cheese. “You find a bloke what looks half like you and has the consumption. You pay his family enough to get by, more than the poor sod would have earned in his lifetime, and you pike off on Sunday night leaving the bloke in your place. The poor sod ends his suffering Monday morning knowing the wife and brats is well set, you get to live. It’s been done.”

         Everything unspeakable, ingenious, and bold had been done by those enjoying the king’s hospitality. That was another lesson Quinn had gleaned from incarceration. He’d seen schemes and bribes and stupid wagers by the score among London’s monied classes, but sheer effrontery and true derring-do were still the province of the desperate.

         He’d also learned, too late, that he wanted to live. He wanted to be a better brother and a lazier banker. He wanted to learn the names of the harp tunes Althea so loved, and to read a book or two simply to have the excuse to sit quietly by a warm fire of a winter night.

         He wanted…

         What he wanted no longer mattered, if it ever had. The reprieve Ned spoke of was more burden than blessing, because Quinn was fated to die, awfully, publicly, and painfully, whether he’d committed murder, manslaughter, or neither.

         “If you’re not going to eat that, guv, it shouldn’t go to waste.”

         Quinn passed over his sandwich. “My appetite seems to have deserted me.”

         Ned tore the sandwich in half and put half in his pocket. For later, for another boy less enterprising or fortunate than Ned. For the birds—the child loved birds—or a lucky mouse.

         Quinn had lost not only his appetite for food, but also his interest in all yearnings. He did not long to see his siblings one last time—what was there to say? He certainly had no desire for a woman, though they were available in quantity even in prison. He had no wish to pen one of those sermonizing final letters he’d written for six other men in the previous weeks.

         Those convicts had faced transportation, while Quinn faced the gallows. His affairs were scrupulously in order and had escaped forfeiture as a result of his forethought.

         He wanted peace, perhaps.

         And justice. That went without saying.

         The door banged open—it was unlocked during daylight—and the under-warden appeared. “Wait in here, ma’am. You’ll be safe enough, and I see that we’re enjoying a feast. Perhaps the famous Mr. Wentworth will offer you a portion.” The jailer flicked a bored glance over Ned, who’d ducked his head and crammed the last of the food into his mouth.

         A woman—a lady—entered the cell. She was tall, dark-haired, and her attire was plain to a fault.

         Not a criminal, then. A crusader.

         “Bascomb,” Quinn said, rising. “My quarters are not Newgate’s family parlor. The lady can wait elsewhere.” He bowed to the woman.

         She surprised him by dropping into a graceful curtsy. “I must wait somewhere, Mr. Wentworth. Papa will be forever in the common wards, and I do not expect to be entertained. I am Jane Winston.”

         She was bold, as most crusaders were. Also pretty. Her features were Madonna-perfect, from a chin neither receding nor prominent, to exquisitely arched brows, a wide mouth, high forehead, and intelligent dark eyes. The cameo was marred by a nose a trifle on the confident side, which made her face more interesting.

         She wore a voluminous cloak of charcoal gray, bits of straw clinging to the hem.

         “As you can see,” Quinn replied, “we are a company of gentlemen here, and an unchaperoned lady would not be comfortable in our midst.”

         The warden snickered. “Wait here or leave the premises, ma’am. Them’s your choices, and you don’t get a say, Wentworth. I don’t care if you was banker to King George himself.”

         As long as Quinn drew breath he had a say. “I am convicted of taking an innocent life, Miss Winston. Perhaps you might see fit to excuse yourself now?”

         He wanted her to leave, because she was an inconvenient reminder of life beyond a death sentence, where women were pretty, regrets were a luxury, and money meant more than pewter tankards and a useless writing desk.

         And Quinn wanted her to stay. Jane Winston was pleasing to look at, had the courage of her convictions, and had probably never committed anything approaching a crime. She’d doubtless sinned in her own eyes—coveting a second rum bun, lingering beneath warm covers for an extra quarter hour on the Sabbath. Heinous transgressions in her world.

         He also wanted her to stay because frightening the people around him had stopped amusing him before he’d turned twelve. Even Ned didn’t turn his back on Quinn for more than an instant, and Davies remained as close to the unlocked door as possible without giving outright offense. The wardens were careful not to be alone with Quinn, and the whores offered their services with an air of nervous bravado.

         Miss Winston’s self-possession wafted on the air like expensive perfume. Confident, subtle, unmistakable.

         “If a mere boy can break bread with you, then I don’t have much to fear,” she said, “and my father will expect me to wait for him. Papa is easily vexed. Do you have a name, child?”

         Ned remained silent, sending a questioning glance at Quinn.

         “He is Edward, of indeterminate surname,” Quinn said. “Make your bow, Ned.”

         Ned had asked Quinn to teach him this nicety and grinned at a chance to show off his manners. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Winston.”

         “I’ll be leaving,” the guard said. “You can chat about the weather over tea and crumpets until…” He grinned, showing brown, crooked teeth. “Until next Monday.”

         “Prison humor.” Miss Winston stripped off her gloves. Kid, mended around the right index finger. The stitching was almost invisible, but a banker learned to notice details of dress. “I might be here for a good while. Shall you regale me with a tale about what brought you to this sorry pass, Mr. Wentworth?”

         The lady took the seat Ned had vacated, and she looked entirely at ease, her cloak settling around her like an ermine cape.

         “You don’t read the papers?” Quinn asked.

         “Papa would have apoplexies if he caught me reading that drivel. We have souls to save.”

         “I don’t think I’d like your father. Might I have a seat?” Because—for reasons known only to the doomed—Quinn wanted to sit down with her.

         “This is your abode. Of course you should have a seat. You need not feed me or offer me drink. I’m sure you can better use your provisions for bribes. I can read to you from the Bible or quote at tiresome length from Fordyce’s Sermons if you like.”

         “I do not like,” Quinn said, slicing off a portion of cheese. He was a convicted felon, but he was a convicted felon who’d taken pains to learn the manners of his betters. Then too, somebody had to set an example for the boy. Quinn managed to cut off a slice of bread with the penknife and passed the bread and cheese to Miss Winston.

         She regarded his offering with a seriousness the moment did not warrant. “You can spare this? You can honestly spare this?”

         “I will be grievously offended if you disdain my hospitality,” Quinn said. “Had I known you were coming, I’d have ordered the kitchen to use the good silver.”

         Ned cast him a nervous glance, but Miss Winston caught the joke. Her smile was utterly unexpected. Instead of a prim, nipfarthing little pinch of the lips, she grinned at Quinn as if he’d inspired her to hilarity in the midst of a bishop’s sermon. Her gaze warmed, her shoulders lifted, her lips curved with glee.

         “The everyday will do splendidly,” she said, accepting her portion of the humble fare. “So whom are you supposed to have killed?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         That Papa would forget his only daughter was nothing new. Jane had learned to appreciate his forgetfulness—let others listen to his moralizing—though he was growing worse.

         He always grew worse around the anniversary of Mama’s death. Then his visits to the prisons and poorhouses became incessant. Jane accompanied him because he demanded it, also because she feared for his well-being.

         She needn’t have. Few places were safer than the inside of Newgate jail during daylight. Her present host—not the first condemned man she’d met—watched her guardedly, as if she were the unpredictable element in the room.

         Courts erred all the time. The guilty went free and the innocent were convicted, but Mr. Wentworth had not one shred of innocence about his bearing. He struck Jane as dangerous rather than wicked. If he had taken a life, he’d faced his opponent head-on and waged a fair fight.

         “Surely, Miss Winston, we can find a more cheerful topic than my late victim? One mustn’t speak ill of the dead, and in my present situation, speaking well of the deceased eludes me.”

         The delicacy of Mr. Wentworth’s words was undermined by a Yorkshire accent that suggested generations of hard winters and harder work.

         He would have made a fine picture behind a plough or at a forge. His height came with a pair of broad shoulders that some tailor had clad in an exquisite lawn shirt. The tucks where the sleeve gathered at the shoulder were so small and numerous, Jane would have gone blind stitching them. His waistcoat was burgundy with gold embroidery and perfectly balanced ostentation with good taste.

         He wore no coat—a terrible breach of propriety elsewhere—but different rules applied in prison. He might be paying for these comforts with that coat, or the guards might have plucked it from him “for safekeeping.” Hanging was a messy business, and few men went to their executions in Sunday attire.

         Mr. Wentworth took down a pewter mug from the quarter shelves built into a corner and poured half a tankard of ale.

         “We’re fresh out of tea.” He set the mug before her and resumed his seat. “I do apologize. Is the fare not to your liking?”

         The question became…mythological, with shades of Persephone in the underworld. Hades in this case was dark-haired and blue-eyed. His hands were as clean as a gentleman’s, his hair was neatly combed if longish. His minion was an anxious urchin watching the adults as if one of them might hurl something breakable against the whitewashed stone walls at any moment.

         Hades would not yield to that impulse, not today. Mr. Wentworth regarded Jane so steadily his gaze was a force more powerful than time. Patience and inscrutability looked out at her in equal, infinite measures. If the eyes were windows to the soul, Mr. Wentworth’s soul was a bleak, silent moor under a gray December sky.

         Though, ye angels and saints, he was a stunning specimen. His features were both masculine and beautiful—a slightly full mouth, perfectly proportioned nose, brows with a bit of swoop to them, and a jaw that put Jane in mind of Roman sculptures. Add the wintry blue of his eyes, and he was breathtakingly attractive.

         And by offering Jane sustenance, he was being gracious.

         “I am a preacher’s daughter,” Jane said. “I know better than to be ungrateful, and I’ve dined in humbler surroundings than this. For what I am about to receive, I am sincerely thankful.”

         She took a bite of surprisingly fresh bread, a small bite. She had in fact dwelled in surroundings less luxurious than Mr. Wentworth’s prison cell. He came from means as clearly as she came from righteous penury—now.

         “Himself is not to be hanged.” The boy’s voice was high even for one of his tender years, and he’d spoken as if a lapse in the conversation might permit some foul miasma into the room.

         “Your sentence has been commuted to transportation?” Jane asked, washing her bread down with a sip of cool ale. Commutations for capital offenses were regular occurrences, though far from certain.

         “Ned misspoke. I am not to be hanged this Monday. The executioner is otherwise engaged, and this is not a suitable topic to discuss with a lady.”

         “Old Fletcher’s got a terrible case of—”

         “Neddy.” Mr. Wentworth’s expression was amused.

         The child fell silent, his little chin showing a hint of sullenness.

         “A reprieve, then,” Jane said. “Is that welcome or a particularly cruel blow?” The bread and ale were sitting well—breakfast had not—so Jane tried a nibble of cheese.

         “Both, I suppose, or neither,” Mr. Wentworth replied. “It simply is. The end is the same; somebody else’s downfall will be the object of gossip when I can no longer oblige. Ned, would you be so good as to determine where Miss Winston’s father has got off to?”

         The child bolted out the door with a speed that had likely frustrated many a constable.

         “Cutpurse?” Jane asked.

         “Jack-of-all-trades and as good a lad as he can be.”

         Mr. Wentworth’s gaze remained on the half-open door, as if he harbored regrets where the boy was concerned. Condemned felons were people, Jane had learned, as were soiled doves, pickpockets, confidence tricksters, grave robbers, and other criminals. They loved, they laughed, they had their rules and regrets.

         Mr. Wentworth might well have saved lives during his years on earth, but he had taken a life that mattered to somebody, and that was prohibited by the Commandments. On the field of battle, men forgot the Commandments, though they called upon the same God in their various mother tongues. On the field of so-called honor, the Commandments never earned a mention.

         Would that Gordie had been more devout and less honorable.

         “You’re supposed to eat the bread,” Mr. Wentworth said. “I make sure to have extra of all my provisions and to never finish my portion, so that Ned, Penny, and Davies have enough to share or use for bribes. From the warden right down to the charwomen and the petty swindlers, Newgate’s population has a fine appreciation for goods and coin.”

         Nobody had as fine an appreciation for coin as a poor minister’s widowed daughter. “You were a banker?”

         “I am—I was.”

         Mr. Wentworth wasn’t a cit in the usual sense. He’d not been born to wealth, and he’d not been lucky at the tables. From gossip in the prison’s common, Jane had gleaned that nobody was sure where his fortune had come from.

         “Are you sorry for your sins?” Jane asked. “My father would gladly hear your confession, if you’re of that persuasion.”

         Papa was good at sitting with the guilty and the sick and listening to their regrets. Jane had regrets, and the last person she could confide in was her father.

         “Sorry?” Mr. Wentworth sat back. “I am angry, Miss Winston. Angrier than I have ever been, which impresses even me. Of course I have regrets. Ned has already found regrets that will haunt him all his days, short though those days are likely to be. I am not sorry.”

         Jane was sorry. Sorry she’d trusted Gordie not to get himself killed. Sorry she had chosen a man of unsteady temperament to pry her loose from Papa’s household. Sorry Papa had lost his congregation, sorry her mother had died.…The list was endless.

         “I might be able to help Ned,” Jane said. “If he’s awaiting transportation, arrangements can sometimes be made—for coin, you understand.”

         Mr. Wentworth was a banker in Newgate, and he’d been the one to mention money. If Mama were alive, Jane would not be having this conversation with this man in this place. Mama had departed from the earthly realm three short years ago, but Jane could barely recall a time when genteel rules and polite conventions had defined her world.

         She had resented those rules with the bitter fury of a minister’s daughter, more fool her.

         “What sort of arrangements will free Ned?” Mr. Wentworth asked.

         “If you think I’d sell him to a brothel, you are sadly mistaken. Ask anybody in the common wards, Mr. Wentworth. Reverend Winston is the genuine article, pious to the much-mended soles of his boots, and I am his loyal offspring. This is good cheese.”

         “Made on my properties in the north. If Ned is released, I want him sent to my sisters. They will be in need of projects and they have the means to see to the boy.”

         Ned struck Jane as a child who wouldn’t tolerate much seeing to. He had run wild too early and too long to be tamed at this stage. Mr. Wentworth had the same air, despite his fine tailoring and clean fingernails.

         But Ned could be freed, while Mr. Wentworth’s death warrant had been signed.

         “I will need some time,” Jane said, “and you will need a day or two to make arrangements. Ten pounds will be more than sufficient to see Ned released into your siblings’ care.”

         “A boy’s life is a matter of ten pounds?”

         Ten pounds was two years’ wages in some households. “A girl wouldn’t have cost you half so much.”

         An emotion flared in the man across the table, gone before Jane could label it. “You’ve freed girls, Miss Winston?”

         “They aren’t safe here. The whores try to protect them, and if the girl has a parent or older sibling with her, she’ll fare better, but your door is locked at night in part for your safety, Mr. Wentworth. In the dark, the guilty and the innocent are indistinguishable.”

         A convicted killer should know that.

         “Excellent point. How long does your father usually tarry among his flock?”

         Mr. Wentworth wanted his privacy. Jane would have resented being sent on her way, but he was facing death. How did anybody remain sane under that burden?

         “Papa is much too enthusiastic about his calling. I’m to visit with the women, but this late in the week, we’re down to some regular offenders, and they prefer to be left in peace.” The women had been polite about it, but they’d shooed Jane off, warning her to mind where she stepped.

         Mr. Wentworth took a sip of his ale. The tankard was appropriate for that large hand, though he likely knew his way around a tea service too.

         “Tell me, Miss Winston: Do you honestly prefer to remain here among the lost souls when you could be enjoying London’s fresh air, such as it is, and your liberty? I account myself impressed.”

         Jane finished the last of her bread and cheese. The meal had fortified her. One could be hungry and bilious at the same time—a recent revelation.

         “Your window has bars,” Jane said. “Some of us live behind bars invisible to the eye.”

         “Profound, but the only way I will be freed of these bars is on the end of a rope. Achieving your own liberty is likely a less fraught undertaking. What do you suppose has happened to Ned?”

         His gaze held worry for the child, despite a casual tone.

         “Young Edward is sitting in a corner, his eyes glazing over, every particle of his body longing to fidget, while Reverend Winston maunders on about sin, salvation, and scripture. Every time Papa pauses to take a breath—which occurs about twice an hour—Ned will attempt to say, ‘Excuse me, sir,’ and Papa will ignore him, talk over him, or shush him.”

         “Would you care for more bread and cheese?”

         Jane consulted her belly, which was calm for the first time in days. “I’d best wait a bit. I can fetch Papa.”

         Mr. Wentworth put a hand over Jane’s wrist when she would have risen. “A little preaching won’t hurt the boy. Stay and tell me how I’m to get him out of this place.”

         His grip was light. Jane was being asked to help a child whom society had discarded as unworthy of notice. She’d aided four other children, three girls and a boy, all of whom had disappeared back into the stews as if snatched by the fairies.

         “This scheme must go right the first time,” Jane said, lowering her voice. “Ned must do his bit perfectly, and you can’t tell a soul. Not your favorite guard, not the kindliest of the wardens, not the charwoman who sneaks you a cigar, and especially not the whores. Absolute discretion, Mr. Wentworth.”

         She’d almost said he must be as silent as the grave, and he seemed to realize her near-slip.

         He patted her wrist and withdrew his hand. “I am a banker, a successful banker despite my present circumstances. My discretion eclipses even that available in the confessional. Not a soul will know.”

         Mr. Wentworth smiled, mostly with his eyes. His gaze conveyed the intimacy of conspirators intent on a delightful prank, and when he looked at Jane like that, she could not believe he’d taken a life.

         Though he likely had. Killers did not announce their vile deeds on street corners and then go sniveling and slinking into the nearest alleys.

         Jane explained which charwoman to approach, how the straw bedding in the common area was changed, what Ned needed to say to be identified as the child whose freedom had been purchased. Mr. Wentworth listened, he asked a few questions—how was the money handled, how soon could this be accomplished—and all the while, Jane was plagued by a question of her own.

         What sort of condemned killer troubled over the fate of a boy he’d just met, was no relation to, and had no reason to help?

         
            *  *  *

         

         “We’ve found him! Sir, we’ve found him at last!”

         Mr. Thaddeus Dodson set down his quizzing glass. “Must you find him so loudly, Timmons?”

         The clerk was tall, graying, and thin as a coachman’s whip. Dodson had never seen Timmons perturbed, much less aquiver with excitement. Quivering was frowned on at the College of Arms and dignity much respected.

         “But after three years, sir, three years, of searching and searching…We have a legitimate heir to the Duke of Walden. A legitimate male heir and a younger brother and two sisters of childbearing years.”

         Beyond the door to the pursuivant’s office, the other clerks bent over their documents, though their pens were still. An heir was a victory for them all, a spare gilded the victory, and sisters of childbearing age spoke to underlying titles being preserved through the heirs general.

         Three feathers in the cap of the College. Of course the clerks were proud.

         “Good work, Timmons. Good work indeed. The Crown will be most grateful. Let’s have a look at what you’ve found, and please do close the door. Damned draft can give a man a lung fever.”

         Timmons closed the door and spread out his genealogical research on Dodson’s desk. To rescue the Walden dukedom from escheat—and the Crown from an enormous pile of debt—Timmons had had to go back nine generations. He’d racketed all over the North of England, visited graveyards without number, and studied parish rolls so dim with age as to be mere whispers of records.

         He’d interviewed grannies, taken tea with earls, and called upon vicars no London gentleman had called upon in years.

         His diligence had been rewarded. “Thank God the heir is not some shepherd living in a hut,” Dodson said. “I do so hate to see noble titles thrust into the hands of those unprepared for such responsibility.”

         “He’s wealthy,” Timmons said. “Rich as a nabob, beautiful London house, equally lovely estates in Yorkshire, gives handsomely to charities and doesn’t make a great fuss about it. We have only one problem, sir.”

         There was always a problem and seldom only one. “The king is in Brighton, where he’s expected to bide for the next fortnight at least. We have time to tidy up a few loose ends, and it’s to His Majesty that this good news must be conveyed.”

         Timmons’s excitement dissipated, and a tired, aging clerk stood where a dedicated royal herald had been a moment before.

         “Waiting a fortnight makes sense, sir, because the present candidate for the title is enjoying the king’s hospitality, so to speak, though he’s not likely to do so for long.”

         “Have a seat, Timmons, and pray do keep your voice down. You said the heir was wealthy, generous, propertied, and in good health. In what sense is he enjoying the king’s hospitality?”

         “The bad sense, sir. The criminal sense.”

         Damn and blast. Why couldn’t a man blessed with every possible advantage in life keep himself from the magistrate’s clutches?

         “Tell me about the brother.”

         Timmons lit up like an ember finding a fresh breeze. “The brother’s a right enough fellow of seventeen years, not yet married. He should inherit all that wealth in less than two weeks. His Majesty will like that part. Can’t fault a man for having his affairs in order, even if he is convicted of taking a life.”

         Dodson took up his quizzing glass and pulled Timmons’s painstakingly detailed family tree closer. “There’s nobody else? We have the criminal’s brother or nobody?”

         “That’s right, sir, but for a distant cousin. We can have the convict or his brother—who’s young enough to need a guardian, of course—and I can guess which option His Majesty will choose.”

         “So can I.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Nothing helped.

         Not reading, though how many times had Quinn promised himself he’d read all the classics his lordly customers were always quoting? He’d been beguiled by numbers, while words were simply a means to an end: Pass the salt. Can’t you see I’m busy? The bank is not in a position to make a loan to you at this time.

         Showing Davies how to play chess did not help. He was a clever young man, but impatient, and chess wanted nothing so much as patience. To teach Quinn chess, Cousin Duncan had needed patience without limit and a Wentworth’s full complement of strategy.

         Teaching Ned to read did not help, because the boy would never be able to afford books, and in his own words, he couldn’t eat books or use them to stay warm unless he burned them.

         Which he would do without a qualm.

         Training Plato, Ned’s favorite mouser, to shake paws did not help. Only a bedlamite tried to train a cat—even a hungry cat—to do anything. Plato doubtless knew this and occasionally performed the desired waving of a front paw, likely out of pity. The beast was all black with yellow eyes that never seemed to close or blink in the presence of food.

         When Plato appropriated a place on Quinn’s lap and commenced rumbling, that truly did not help. Purring when death was less than a fortnight away made Quinn want to pitch the cat out the window, and that reminded Quinn that every window was stoutly barred.

         A knock sounded on the door, which was open only a few inches.

         “Come in.” Even in Newgate, a man didn’t have to be home to callers, one of the many odd dignities the prisoners granted one another.

         Miss Winston—Quinn forgot her first name, something that began with a J—peeked around the door. “Do you have a moment, Mr. Wentworth?”

         All he had were moments. “I can fit you in to my schedule.”

         She was attired in the same gray shroud of a cloak, the straw flecking her hems up to midcalf today.

         “I won’t take up much of your time,” she said. “Ned should be warned to remain alert on Wednesday. These situations are always subject to change—routines shift, people fall ill—and Wednesday is the next opportunity.”

         Less than a week away, but before Quinn’s scheduled departure, as it were. “Then you need the ten pounds. Could I interest you in some lemonade and gingerbread?”

         He’d given Ned all the strawberries. The boy had lined them up on the windowsill in order of size and consumed them from smallest to largest, one at a time. He’d sniffed each berry before popping it into his mouth, and Quinn had added another regret to the list:

         I wish I’d taken the time to enjoy all the sustenance I consumed so absentmindedly, a pencil in my left hand, a column of figures absorbing my attention.

         Figures would wait, while strawberries rotted all too soon.

         Miss Winston pulled off her gloves. “Lemonade? You have lemonade?”

         “And butter. My sister sends me a daily basket of provisions and one for the guards, as well. Theirs includes a bottle of port, which they immediately consume, so mine finds its way to me.”

         “She sends a decoy,” Miss Winston said, taking a seat at Quinn’s table. The legs of the table were uneven, so that it rocked when anything was placed upon it. A month ago, Quinn would have had the table burned for firewood.

         “I would…give a lot for gingerbread with fresh butter,” Miss Winston said.

         I would kill for gingerbread with fresh butter, she’d been about to say. The poor thing was blushing. In light of her familiarity with the criminal element, that blush charmed Quinn.

         He set the pitcher of lemonade on the table along with two clean tankards. The gingerbread was wrapped in plain linen, as was the butter dish. Such ordinary fare, and yet Miss Winston was clearly pleased with it.

         She used the penknife to cut thick slices of bread and slathered both with butter.

         “No plates,” Quinn said. “The chophouse uses pewter, because the ceramic kind can be broken and used as weapons. I send my plates back across the street with each meal.”

         Ned had explained that to him. No ceramic, no porcelain, no glass. Wooden bowls or beakers, metal flasks, pewter mugs. Nothing sharp, heavy, or too valuable. Cravats were frowned on, because they had been used to strangle both guards and inmates.

         The boy had stoutly ignored the pitcher and basin sitting on the washstand as he’d delivered his tutorial.

         “Aren’t you having any?” Miss Winston asked, licking her thumb. “The gingerbread is quite good.”

         She’d barely sipped the lemonade—sweet, as lemonades went—while the gingerbread was rapidly meeting its fate.

         “Of course,” Quinn said, taking a bite from his slice. “I woolgather now almost as consistently as I used to dwell on bank business.” At Davies’s urging, he’d purchased a quantity of opium, but the considered wisdom of the house was to save the opium for the day Quinn was…the day he died.

         The effect would be greater that way when an effect was most needed.

         “Have you contacted your sisters?” Miss Winston asked. “Getting Ned out of here is only half the battle.”

         “I have written a note to my business partner, Joshua Penrose, and having conferred with you, I’ll have it sent. I’ll tell Ned on Tuesday night.”

         Ned would spend a day hiding among a pile of straw so vile even the rats avoided it, and then by night he’d be carried off to freedom. A simple plan, though it required that the escapee fit into the charwoman’s muck cart, which could accommodate only a child or a very small adult.

         The warden knew better than to allow the women to use larger carts, and his books would doubtless reflect the sorry truth that children died behind Newgate’s walls all the time.

         “I take it Davies can’t be freed.” A true injustice in Quinn’s opinion. Davies had been an innocent bystander when a pickpocket had done a toss and jostle. The victim had set up a hue and cry, and the thief had taken off through a crowd, depositing the stolen money not in his accomplice’s pockets, but in Davies’s. The accomplice had decamped hotfoot, after pointing at Davies and implicating him loudly.

         Merry Olde London indeed.

         “Mr. Wentworth, I have asked you twice who Davies is. For considerably more than ten pounds, he might be able to improve his circumstances.”

         “He’s innocent. Stolen goods were essentially thrust into his hands, but the judge did not believe him.”

         Plato sauntered around the door, tail up, not a care in the world. He’d doubtless smelled the butter.

         “You have another visitor,” Miss Winston said. “What a fine specimen.”

         Plato squinted at her—approvingly, Quinn thought. “He has a reputation for favoring the company of the condemned. Davies and Ned won’t touch him.”

         “Now that is ridiculous.” Plato leapt onto the table, and Miss Winston aimed her nose at the cat. Plato treated her to an almost-nose-kiss, then rumbled like thunder when the lady used her left hand to scratch behind his ears.

         A sense of sweetness stole over Quinn, of innocence in the midst of insanity. Miss Winston was fond of cats, apparently, and Plato was fond of the butter he’d soon try to lick from the fingers of Miss Winston’s right hand. For a moment, everything—the stink and noise of Newgate, the reality of death a week from Monday, the vague worry about what Ned and Davies were up to—receded as woman and cat charmed each other.

         “He’ll get hair all over your skirts.”

         She sat back. “Do I strike you as a woman who has the luxury of taking exception to cat hair?”

         Well, yes, she did, or she should have. Miss Winston should have had a maid brushing out her hair every night, bringing her chocolate first thing in the day, and fretting over her wardrobe. Not her two gray dresses, her wardrobe.

         Quinn went to the sideboard and extracted twenty shiny coins. He took them to the table, tied them up in his last monogrammed handkerchief, and slid it across.

         “A bit extra,” he said, “in case any of the parties involved require additional remuneration. Any excess you may keep for yourself.”

         She put the cat on the carpet and set about untying the bundle. “That is not necessary, Mr. Wentworth. I’d free every nonviolent offender on the premises, every child, every—” She fell silent until she’d worked the knot loose and spread the coins on the square of linen.

         “This is twenty pounds.” Miss Winston struck Quinn as a woman of great self-possession, and yet she was agog at the sum on the table. Once upon a time, twenty pounds would have been a fortune to him too.

         “You said ten pounds would see Ned free. That means a great deal to me.” Though Quinn wasn’t about to examine why Ned’s freedom meant anything at all. A last gesture of defiance, perhaps, or a sop to a conscience past redeeming.

         “But that’s ten pounds too much.”

         “Is it? Complicated sums have ever defeated me.”

         She looked up sharply. “Do not mock me.”

         “Never disdain money, Miss Winston. The coin is innocent of wrongdoing, and you can use a new pair of gloves.”

         Quinn brushed a few crumbs from the table and dusted them onto the windowsill. Birds would feast on them, and Ned would delight in the birds.

         “What are you doing?” Miss Winston asked.

         “Feeding pigeons. And you?”

         As Quinn had swept the crumbs into his palm, she had done likewise with the coins, then tied them up in the handkerchief.

         “I should not take your money,” she said. “Not more than the ten pounds agreed to. One behaves charitably and properly for the pleasure of doing the right thing.”

         She believed that twaddle, which was a sign of either great integrity or a weakness of the mind.

         “So allow me this small, final pleasure.” That was bad of him, bringing death into the conversation. Doubtless the Almighty had added another year on to the eternity Quinn would spend regretting a life largely wasted.

         Miss Winston stuffed the coins into a pocket of her cloak. “Why are you doing this?”

         “Because a week from Monday, I will hang from my neck until, gasping, choking, and soiling myself, I die. I would like to be recalled as something more than a fine show for the guards on a Monday morning.”

         She put a hand to her throat, the first indication that she wasn’t impervious to the brutality of Newgate.

         “You haven’t eaten your gingerbread,” she said.

         He broke it in two and held out half the slice. Miss Winston looked at the treat, then at him, then at the treat. She must have had a fondness for gingerbread, because she took the proffered sweet.

         They ate in silence, while Quinn studied his companion. Was she pale today? Tired? Resentful of her father? Or had arranging Ned’s escape taxed her composure? Something about the lady was off. If he’d met her at the bank, he would have put her in the category of customers about to explain a late payment but not yet in default.

         “I apologize for my remark about your gloves,” Quinn said. “You have gloves. Mine were among the first casualties of the local economy.”

         She took a considering sip of her lemonade. “But you have coin.”

         “I do now. That took some time and ingenuity.” How that had stung, to be a banker without coin, without anything of value. Then old skills had reasserted themselves, and Quinn had bartered his way into a private cell and regular meals. The rest had been common sense and the inertia of a population for whom ingenuity was the difference between life and death.

         “This lemonade is quite sweet,” Miss Winston said, wrinkling her nose. “Or perhaps I’ve grown unused to anything made with sugar.”

         “Are your father’s circumstances that limited?” Preaching and penury did not necessarily go hand in hand.

         “His tolerance for anything other than necessities is limited. We were comfortable once. We’re on appallingly good terms with the pawnbroker now.” She put her hand to her throat again. “The lemonade is disagreeing with me.”

         Sickness was rampant at Newgate. Jail fever, consumption, venereal diseases, bad food…Misery concentrated here, and it spread.

         Quinn came around the table and put the back of his hand to Miss Winston’s forehead. “You’re not fevered. Does only your digestion trouble you?”

         “I’m sure it will pass.” She rose and braced herself against the table, but made no attempt to reach the door.

         “If you’re unwell, then you’re better off staying here.”

         She wasn’t coughing, wasn’t hot to the touch, didn’t appear chilled, though many illnesses began slowly and gathered momentum until suffering reached a crescendo that made death welcome.

         “I’m not ill.” She hunched her shoulders and leaned over, as if winded. Her weight was on one hand, while the other hand pressed to her belly.

         No. Not her belly. Lower.

         Her hand pressed against her womb, which bulged slightly, now that she’d smoothed the billowing folds of her cloak.

         “Sit down.” Quinn nudged the chair closer with his foot. “Sit down, and tell me who the father is.”

         She didn’t sit; she swayed into him. Quinn wrapped his arms around her, and for the first time in years, embraced a woman of his own free will.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         “Sir, I’ve found another small problem.” Timmons had ambushed Dodson outside the College offices, right on the London street, where more privacy was to be had than under the noses of a lot of scribbling clerks.

         “Life is nothing but problems,” Dodson replied as Timmons fell in step beside him. The week had been productive, though disappointing. A duke was facing the hangman, a doleful thought. Dodson consoled himself that Mr. Quinn Wentworth would go to his death with that much more regret if he knew he was also saying good-bye to a lofty title.

         Though Dodson had stumbled upon one very significant problem where His Grace of Walden was concerned: Quinn Wentworth had technically become the duke three years ago and should have been tried in the House of Lords. They’d have sentenced him to death too, quite possibly, Wentworth being not of their ilk. Yet another reason to let the matter resolve itself quietly.

         “About the Walden situation,” Timmons said, keeping his voice down. “I fear I must report a development.”

         “You couldn’t let it go.” Tenacity in a subordinate was a wonderful quality, when preserving the interests of the Crown. Contrariness was hard to overlook. “I told you how we’ll proceed, Timmons, and the sovereign is yet enjoying the restorative pleasures of the seaside. Unless this development is another legitimate adult son in great good health, I doubt it’s relevant.”

         “The development is relevant, sir. Mr. Wentworth—His Grace of Walden, rather—is a banker.”

         “We do not hold that against him. He’s also a condemned felon, which is rather more problematic.”

         They paused on a street corner to allow a hackney to rattle past.

         “A banker,” Timmons said, “would have his affairs in order. I bethought myself to have a look at those affairs.”

         “Bethinking yourself is not what the Crown pays you to do, Timmons. We had that discussion last March.” Timmons had bethought himself to see about any afterborn Elizabethan heirs in a situation where the Crown had very much wanted an estate to revert. Timmons’s bethinking had cost King George a lucrative viscountcy that had gone—God save the realm—to a Cheshire farmer.

         “I do apologize for my wayward impulses, sir, but in this case—a wealthy banker, a dukedom nearing insolvency—I could not stop myself. Wentworth’s younger brother will inherit little.”

         Dodson came to a halt in the middle of the street. “How is that possible?”

         “Stephen Wentworth, the boy of seventeen, will inherit an enviable competence to go with the ducal honors. He can live as a comfortable gentleman of means, assuming his guardian does not squander his funds.”

         Guardians were always trouble. “Who is the guardian?”

         “Wentworth’s business partner, Joshua Penrose, and a second cousin who serves as the young man’s tutor.”

         A fishmonger’s donkey cart went by, perfuming the air with haddock. “What does the cousin inherit?”

         “Mr. Duncan Wentworth will have mementos, guardianship of the boy, and an old horse.”

         “Good God. The sisters?”

         Timmons glanced up and down the street. “They have handsome portions, all tied up in the funds. Each has a dower property, which becomes hers in fee simple absolute upon Wentworth’s death or her twenty-eighth birthday, whichever shall first occur. Wentworth has provided well for his family, left his partner a thriving business, and tied it all up with enough knots and bows that even Chancery won’t be able to untie it.”

         This was what came of commoners amassing too much wealth. “Then where in perdition does the rest of the money go? Is the problem a mistress? An aging auntie?”

         “I am sorry to be the bearer of bad news, sir, but the bulk of the Wentworth fortune, and a great fortune it is, will go to charitable interests in Yorkshire.”

         “Yorkshire is nothing but sheep farms. How can there be any—”

         A beer wagon came around the corner, harness jingling, the hooves of the great draft team churning thunderously against the worn cobbles. Dodson marched for the opposite walkway, Timmons at his side.

         “Charitable interests in Yorkshire,” Dodson grumbled. “Of all the notions. That will not serve, Timmons.”

         “I thought not.”

         A disagreeable breeze wafted on the air, and a crossing sweeper darted out to collect dung from the middle of the street.

         “That money cannot go to charity while our good king is left with a lot of useless debt.”

         “Certainly not, sir. Shall I pack for a jaunt down to Brighton?”

         “No need. I’ll handle this. What is that smell?”

         Timmons’s gaze fixed on the retreating beer wagon. “I believe you might have stepped in something, sir. Something left by a passing horse.”

         Dodson darted a glance at his boots, which he prided himself on maintaining at a high shine.

         Most of the time. “Well, damn. You say the family dwells in Mayfair?”

         Timmons recited a direction in a very pleasant neighborhood.

         “I’ll pay a call on Mr. Wentworth’s siblings, and then I’m off to Brighton.”

         “Best hurry, sir. Mr. Wentworth has only a few days left.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Until conceiving a child, Jane had felt little more than passing sympathy for the unfortunates whom Papa harangued at such holy length. She’d been too preoccupied with her own tribulations. Besides, if the prisoners hadn’t sinned to the point of breaking man’s laws, they wouldn’t have been a captive audience for any preacher with a nose strong enough to tolerate the Newgate common.

         Impending motherhood had caused Jane to re-examine her conclusions. Had the prisoners sinned or had they been unlucky one too many times, such that sin was the price of survival? Were they victims of circumstance and bad luck, or of criminals yet running free?

         She sank into the chair Mr. Wentworth considerately held for her. “You ask me who the father of this child is. The father is no longer relevant. He will never be relevant again.”

         Mr. Wentworth’s glower would have sent a lesser woman fleeing from the room—the cell—but vertigo was another of the charming indications of Jane’s condition. She no longer fainted outright, mostly because she took seriously the first glimmerings of unsteadiness or fading vision.

         “The father,” Mr. Wentworth said, “was relevant for the five minutes required to get you with child. He forfeits any claim to irrelevance for the duration of the child’s minority, at least.”

         Mr. Wentworth’s words were carried on a Yorkshire winter wind of conviction.

         “He was relevant for the five minutes necessary to speak our vows as well,” Jane said, “but he entangled himself in a matter of honor and did not emerge victorious.”

         “Dead?”

         “Quite, and these matters are not discussed.” Ironic, that in the eyes of the law, Gordie had been murdered. The killer had gone back to his club, sat down to a breakfast of beefsteak, and probably had a sound nap thereafter.

         Mr. Wentworth, by contrast, had a date with the gallows.

         “My condolences.” He put a hand on Jane’s wrist as she reached for her tankard. “No more lemonade for you. You should be eating as much red meat as you can.”

         He was right. The lemonade had not agreed with her. His touch should have felt presumptuous—he was a condemned killer—but he meant to protect Jane from further misery, and his fingers whispering over the back of her hand were gentle.

         “We have beef on Sundays, usually. Or ham,” she said. “Fish or game other days, in the most modest portions.”

         “Not enough. Why did you introduce yourself as Miss Jane Winston?”

         Why had he remembered such a triviality? “Because for all but one of my twenty-five years, that’s who I was. My spouse and I eloped. He was of Scottish extraction, and galloping up to Gretna Green was a great lark to him.” Everything had been a great lark to Gordie MacGowan, and that had made Jane uneasy. The thought of spending the rest of her life as Papa’s sole support and companion had driven her past reason.

         Mama had known how to soften the worst of Papa’s zealous excesses, and if Mama had lived, Papa would not have become so…difficult. Gordie had regarded the reverend as a harmless old sermonizer with good intentions, which had boded well for the role of son-in-law.

         “By representing yourself as unmarried,” Mr. Wentworth said, “you consign your child to unrelenting criticism from the moment of birth.”

         Jane’s stomach was calming, though this discussion had her temper heating. “My father refuses to recognize my union, Mr. Wentworth, because I ran off without his blessing. He introduces me as Miss Jane Winston. I can either make him look daft, and carry my marriage lines with me everywhere, or focus on more significant issues, such as how I will provide for my offspring.”

         Nobody else would provide. Papa ministered to a flock without means, and almost all of the luxuries Mama had brought to the marriage had been sold or pawned. Mama’s wedding ring hung on a ribbon around Jane’s neck, lest Papa recall that even that specific bequest to Jane could be sold.

         “So instead of calling your father the liar he is, you let him shame you, shame your child, and deny yourself a widow’s freedoms. Why?”

         Jane rose and leaned across the table. “Because I need to eat, because I need a roof over my head. Because as long as Papa thinks I’m ashamed, he won’t cast me out for being too proud. Because I am exhausted and soon to acquire the dimensions of a farm wagon. How long do you think I’d last on the street, Mr. Wentworth?”

         Of all things, he smelled lovely up close. Pregnancy had given Jane a mercilessly acute sense of smell, and Mr. Wentworth’s scent eased the last of her nausea. Most of the fragrance was spices—ginger, cinnamon, clove—finished with subtle floral notes.

         An expensive, proprietary blend that had the power to do what nothing else had for the past four months: calm Jane’s stomach.

         “What of your widow’s portion?” Mr. Wentworth asked. “Surely your husband left you something?”

         Jane resumed her seat rather than be caught sniffing her host. “My husband signed an agreement leaving me a small competence to be paid by his uncle, who has both means and standing. I suspect marriage to me was supposed to curry Uncle Dermott’s favor. I am a minister’s daughter, and Dermott is a devout Presbyterian.”

         Devout when it came to clutching his coins. “Uncle Dermott’s London man of business explained to me,” Jane went on, “that the circumstances of Gordie’s death required utmost discretion, lest the other participant in the duel be needlessly troubled. The story has been put about that Gordie went off to India, but he perished of a fever less than two weeks into the journey. Once I’ve served my year of mourning, I’ll see a bit of coin.” Possibly.

         “Unless you’ve succumbed to a difficult birthing, jail fever, or consumption. With such parsimonious in-laws to hurry you to your own demise, why not remarry?”

         Mr. Wentworth’s inquisition was a curious relief. He was applying logic to a situation that had long since reduced Jane to a progression of fears—would Mama’s ring be worth enough to pay a midwife?—and unpleasant symptoms.

         “Who would willingly take on responsibility for a fallen woman and her illegitimate offspring?” This was the real burden Papa’s intransigence effected. He labeled Jane not a respectable widow, but a jade. His willingness to overlook her “lapse” made him appear all the holier.

         Jane had realized only recently that self-interest and self-abnegation could dwell side by side in her father’s mind.

         “You are beautiful,” Mr. Wentworth said, in the same tones he would have remarked pleasing architecture on a Christopher Wren chapel. “Why not use a few wiles and charm the willing?”

         “I tried that. My wiles were unequal to the challenge.”

         The smile came again, the conspirator’s fleeting admission of humanness. He patted Jane’s hand, the gesture purely friendly.

         “Faulty wiles are to your credit.”

         Silence descended, broken only by the rumbling of the cat, who had curled up on the bed, where he had a fine view of the windowsill.

         Jane’s situation hadn’t changed. She was still carrying a child, still entirely dependent on her father, and still facing an ordeal that claimed the lives of too many women. But she’d confessed her situation to the most unlikely confidant imaginable—a convicted killer—and felt calmer as a result.

         “Faulty wiles will not keep a baby warm and fed, Mr. Wentworth. I was an idiot to think a man willing to elope with a penniless spinster could behave responsibly, but my husband boasted endless Scottish charm, and I was starved for joy.”

         “Did he at least provide that?”

         Jane had lacked the fortitude to put such a question to herself. “No. What should have been a great lark became a forced march, then a misery. We anticipated the wedding vows, though, and Gordie hadn’t the courage to abandon me on the Great North Road. He was drunk for the entire return journey.”

         Likely he’d been drunk for most of the trip to Scotland as well. Jane hadn’t kept company with enough inebriated men to know high spirits from bottle courage.

         “I am not drunk. I am condemned,” Mr. Wentworth said. “You might consider that a better bargain, because I will not leave you or the child to the backward charity of your lying father.” He picked up the cat, who curled against his chest and regarded Jane with the same regal self-possession shown by the man. “We’ll need a special license, and I have time—barely—to procure one, if you’re interested in marrying me.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “I was hoping to speak with your man of business,” Mr. Dodson said, “but he’s apparently otherwise occupied, and his office directed me here. I apologize for intruding on your privacy at such a difficult moment.”

         Althea Wentworth took her time preparing Mr. Dodson’s tea. In the wing chair opposite the low table, Constance also held her peace, while Mr. Dodson barely hid his gawking. The Wentworth town house was tastefully appointed.

         Very tastefully. He’d expected something else, of course. They all did.

         “A death warrant has been signed for my brother,” Althea said. “Difficult is putting it mildly, when we know him to be innocent.”

         “Your loyalty does you credit,” Mr. Dodson replied. “Without having met Mr. Wentworth, I sincerely hope that if he was convicted in error, then the timely intervention of the Almighty or a nearly comparable force will save his life.”

         Constance was tapping the arm of the chair with each finger in succession eight times—a piano exercise, played silently when she was troubled.

         “Your tea,” Althea said, passing over the French porcelain cup and saucer. She prepared Constance’s tea next, though Constance had no use for tea.

         “Do you ladies have any idea what the College of Arms does?”

         “Also called the College of Heralds,” Constance said, fingers moving at the same steady tempo. “The College has authority to grant new coats of arms, research matters of heredity, and oversee the recording of pedigrees. They also have authority over the flying of flags on land. Their charter dates from 1484 and was granted by King Richard. The Court of the Lord Lyon performs comparable duties for our neighbors to the north.”

         Constance had the same azure eyes as Quinn, and they gave her a feline ability to look imperious when she stared rather than simply rude. Althea’s eyes were plain blue, though she saw clearly enough.

         Mr. Dodson was a man quivering to deliver exciting news. Althea and Constance had had enough excitement of late, thank you not at all.

         “Just so,” Mr. Dodson said, bouncing a bit on his cushion. “Just exactly so. We at the College undertake our efforts on behalf of the sovereign, who relies utterly on our discretion. As you might imagine, when it comes to pedigrees and inheritances, that discretion can be sorely tried.”

         Althea stirred her tea. Quinn had insisted his sisters know how to preside over a tea tray. Even he hadn’t the power to make them drink the wretched stuff.

         “Mr. Dodson, Constance and I are coping with a significant strain. Our patience is sorely tried by any who seek to take advantage of us at this most challenging time. We are furious with the Crown on behalf of our brother and not inclined to tolerate flummery.”

         “Enraged,” Constance added. “One might say murderously so.” She smiled, an apology for her honesty that made her all the more intimidating. Truly, she had learned from Quinn’s example.

         Dodson set his cup on its saucer and deposited both on the tray. “The College of Arms does not deal in flummery. Just the opposite. We unearth the truth, no matter how uncomfortable that truth might be. We’ve uncovered illegitimacy in the best families of the realm, we’ve unearthed secret marriages that resulted in bigamous unions by titled men. We—”

         “Why are you here?” Althea asked. “If there is a grief worse than mourning, we’re enduring it. You offend decency itself by wasting our time over tea.”

         Dodson was a small, tidy man, though lack of height imbued some with a need to posture, witness Constance’s histrionics. As he rose and started a slow tour of the room—admiring the bust of George III, peering at shelves of classic literature—Althea spared a thought for Quinn.

         He’d asked them not to visit him again, asked them to cease pestering the barristers for appeals and pleas that would only waste money. Quinn had ever been too pragmatic for his own good, and now he was to die for it.

         “I’ll get straight to the point, ladies,” Mr. Dodson said, grasping his lapels with pale, manicured hands.

         Constance shot a glance at the clock on the mantel.

         “Your brother,” Mr. Dodson said. “Your brother Quinton Wentworth has inherited the Walden ducal title, along with various minor titles, properties, and financial appurtenances thereto. I’m off to Brighton, where I hope to convince a compassionate king that a man facing such responsibilities, even a man convicted of a serious crime, should be shown mercy by his sovereign.”

         “Get out,” Constance said, rising and pointing at the door. “Get out, and take your greedy, rotten little scheme with you. Quinn is innocent, and you’ll not get him to hand his fortune over to the Crown with this ramshackle farce.”

         Constance was ever one to surprise people—men especially—with her intelligence, though the logic she’d applied was all but obvious. Quinn had not left any of his siblings a great fortune, and he’d had reasons for that, good reasons.

         Ergo, if the Crown was intent on producing a title to preserve Quinn’s life, then the Crown was in truth interested in preserving Quinn’s fortune, though not Quinn’s possession of it.

         “You are overset,” Mr. Dodson said. “I do apologize for causing you to be discommoded, Miss Constance, but I tell you nothing less than the truth.”

         “The truth is what the Crown says it is,” Constance retorted, “and the Crown has said my innocent brother, who never cheated or killed anybody, and who has shown generosity to more than a few, is to die next Monday.”

         By rights, Quinn should already have met his fate. Joshua had explained the reprieve, if a reprieve it was. Constance’s description of Quinn’s character was accurate, but very much a minority view.

         “Tell the rest of your truth in the next five minutes,” Althea said, “or Ivor and Kristoff will see you out.”

         The footmen standing on either side of the doorway, a pair of blond Vikings in livery who were not twins but as good as, didn’t so much as blink. Quinn had found them in Stockholm, though like many of his finds, their story remained a mystery. They went everywhere together on their half day, shared a room, and bickered in their own language like an old couple.

         More than that, Althea did not need to know.

         Dodson resumed his seat and used four of his remaining minutes to sketch a genealogy that dug a rabbit warren of family history back through three centuries.

         “So you see,” Dodson concluded, “your brother truly is the Duke of Walden, and you would be Lady Althea Wentworth and Lady Constance Wentworth. I cannot imagine our gracious king allowing such a lofty and respected title to lapse when a legitimate heir is yet extant to claim it.”

         Oh, of course. Dear George was occasionally gracious, but he was invariably greedy and ran up debts with the enthusiasm of a debutante shopping for hair ribbons.

         “This will destroy Stephen,” Constance said. “The boy is wild with rage at Quinn’s situation, and inheriting a title will drive him past reason. You may keep your dukedom, Mr. Dodson.”

         Stephen, at seventeen, did not enjoy a solid grasp of reason most days. He had all of Quinn’s intelligence and none of Quinn’s self-restraint. Stephen was ungovernable at present, and, as Cousin Duncan had observed, understandably so.

         “No, madam,” Dodson said, hands on hips. “At the risk of contradicting a lady, I may not keep the Walden dukedom. Titles don’t work that way. I cannot expect you to understand the details of titular succession, but when legitimacy has been established, and letters patent provide that male heirs—”

         “Your five minutes are up,” Althea said, gently, because Dodson was only trying to do his job. When Quinn had done his job, many had criticized him for it, called him flint-hearted, greedy, and unprincipled.

         “The difficulty,” Althea went on, “is that you might well be right: Quinn has inherited this title, he’s due all the honors and whatnot, and you may even manage to wrangle a pardon from King George.”

         “You’d best be about it, if you intend to try,” Constance said, checking the watch pinned to her bodice. “Though it won’t do George any good. He’s not getting Quinn’s money.”

         Any mention of wealth was vulgar. Bedamned to vulgar, Quinn had always said, when ignoring financial realities meant his family went hungry.

         “If the king signs a pardon, then your brother will not die,” Dodson retorted. “A duke might be plagued by scandal, but polite society is usually willing to overlook peccadillos when His Majesty’s example does likewise.”

         Manslaughter was not a peccadillo. The last doubt about Dodson’s scheme evaporated. The Crown wanted Quinn’s fortune, but Quinn had made sure his fortune was safe from royal plundering.

         “We wish you every success obtaining a pardon for an innocent man,” Althea said, rising. “But Quinn will refuse his sovereign’s mercy. Our brother is all but dead, and we have the Crown to thank for that. No piece of paper obtained at the last minute, the better to steal from a grieving family, will earn Quinn’s notice. Good day, Mr. Dodson.”

         “Safe journey,” Constance added, coming to her feet.

         Ivor and Kristoff opened the double doors at the same moment. Althea had caught them practicing that move, like the acrobats at Astley’s practiced their tumbling.

         “Your brother shall not die,” Dodson said. “I know my duty.”

         Althea said nothing. Constance linked arms with her.

         And Dodson stalked out, Ivor on his heels.

         Kristoff closed the door and passed Constance a handkerchief, then tidied up the tea tray and left both sisters their privacy.

         “Why must Quinn be so stubborn?” Constance lamented, dabbing at her eyes. “And how shall we manage without him?”

         “He’s stubborn because that’s all he knows how to be,” Althea said. “Quinn’s stubbornness saved his life and ours—and he’s not dead yet.”

         Though, of course, he soon would be.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Quinn had been offered marriage on a few occasions, and he’d been propositioned many times, but he’d never asked a woman to be his wife. Based on Miss Winston’s worried gaze, he’d made a bad job of his first and only proposal.

         “I can leave you enough to live comfortably,” he said, returning the cat to the bed, “you and the child. My only condition is that you not squander the money on your father’s unholy schemes. The child will be considered my legitimate offspring in name, because I’ll leave a witnessed letter with my man of business attesting to same. I assume you’ve been in London for most of the past year?”

         Miss Winston unfastened the frogs of her cloak and let the collar fall open. “I’ve spent my whole life in London. Are you sure of that part about the child being your legitimate offspring?”

         No, Quinn was not, not with a prior marriage that had ended only months ago.

         “I’m sure the law complicates the whole business, or barristers and solicitors would go hungry. If you are my widow at the time of the child’s birth and you have the means to provide for your offspring, then who will even raise the issue?” Quinn moved his chair, so he sat at Miss Winston’s elbow rather than across from her. “Your goal should be to gain security and independence, which marriage to me will accomplish easily.”

         Was she paler than she’d been five minutes ago?

         “If you’re feeling charitable, Mr. Wentworth, why not simply hand me a banknote?”

         Her question was valid, in light of the fact that Quinn would be giving the child a convicted killer for a father.

         “Banknotes can be stolen, and as long as your status is simply a disgraced daughter rather than a widow or a wife, your money all but belongs to your father. I have sisters. I know what machinations are necessary to guard their independence, and we haven’t time to pursue those.”

         She arranged the folds of her cloak, which did nothing to shake the dirty straw free. “I came to dislike being married the first time, and I like being widowed even less.”

         “I won’t relish making a widow of you again. Think, though: How will your child fare as an orphan without means? I can tell you from experience, such a fate isn’t pleasant. I was lucky—York is tiny, compared to London, and people knew me to be a hard worker. What assets will your child have if you fall prey to jail fever?”

         She gazed at him for a long moment, while birds flitted through the bars and stole the last crumbs from the windowsill. Beyond the door, two of the whores were in a shrieking altercation about a garter.

         Where was Ned, and why wouldn’t Jane Winston accept an offer of help?

         “Why me?” she said. “This entire jail is full of misery. I’m better off than all of them, and yet, you choose to assist me.”

         Her greatest asset by far was her caution, earned, as most caution was, at high cost.

         “You are a victim of misfortune. I know what that’s like. I also know what it’s like to be a child upon whom fate has turned an unrelenting frown. To my great surprise, my experiences now include the perspective of a man facing ignominious death. Perhaps I’m arguing with the Almighty in mitigation. A convicted killer I might be, but I’m capable of protecting innocent life as well.”

         Jane spread her hands on the table. They were clean and feminine, though where was her wedding ring?

         “I am not innocent,” she said. “I am willful, reckless, ungrateful, stupid, and pregnant.”

         Quinn tore off a corner of gingerbread and crumbled it over the windowsill, then remained by the window, gazing out at the bare courtyard where his life would end.

         “My mother was no different from you,” he said. “Marrying in haste, for reasons that seemed paltry in hindsight but mattered very much to a sixteen-year-old girl. We do the best we can.”

         The birds would not come back as long as Quinn remained by the window, so he took a seat on the bed, jostling the cat, whom he appeased with a scratch behind the ears. Plato was a mouser. He enjoyed frightening the birds, but mostly left them to their crumbs.

         “Where is your mother now?” Miss Winston asked.

         Her name was not Miss Winston. Like almost everybody else in this armpit of the king’s justice, she was traveling under false colors.

         “In a pauper’s grave in Yorkshire. She was gone shortly after I turned five.” Few people knew that.

         “I had my mother until three years ago. She caught a fever, and even as her health waned, she insisted on accompanying Papa to visit the less fortunate here and at the Magdalen houses.”

         The birds came again: a crow, a sparrow, a little wren, always one at a time, never staying for more than a moment.

         “What would your mother tell you to do, Jane?”

         The whores fell silent, though somebody else was ranting, gibberish punctuated by profanity.

         “I’m not saying yes,” Miss Winston replied, “though how do we procure a special license?”

         “That part’s easy, but I’ll not put my man of business through the aggravation unless you agree to marry me. Five thousand pounds ought to see you comfortably established without setting the fortune hunters on you.”

         She touched her forehead to the table, as if felled by an excess of spirits, then sat up. “Five…Five thousand pounds? Five thousand pounds? You can toss that at me as a casual gesture on your way to the gallows?”

         He could toss her ten times that amount and have nobody the wiser.

         “If you invest at five percent, that gives you 250 pounds a year to make a home for yourself and the child. Not a princely sum, but many clergy make do on less. My business partner, Mr. Joshua Penrose, will see to your finances if you have nobody else in mind for that role.”

         “Five thousand pounds,” she muttered, looking about as if to make sure she hadn’t been magically transported to a different realm. “I cannot fathom…”

         Her expression had gone from cautious to anxious.

         Quinn grasped her dilemma. Money always came with conditions, with complications. Instead of struggling against her father’s incompetence, Miss Winston would have to deal with being a murderer’s widow. She would figure prominently in the broadsheets and tattlers in the coming weeks, and ten years hence, somebody would considerately wave those horrors in the child’s face.

         Miss Winston would have to draw firm lines between her household and the prying public.

         She’d have to sort out what to tell pious Uncle Dermott, if anything.

         She’d have to explain to the child how a condemned felon had stepped into the legal role of father.

         Quinn could help her with none of it. “Money changes everything. It changes how you’re perceived and treated, how you approach others. The changes aren’t always for the better, but not having money can be fatal.”

         In his case, having money had proved equally dangerous.

         “A child must eat,” Miss Winston said, linking her fingers on the table before her, as if somebody was about to bind her wrists. “I must eat, if my child is to be born healthy.”

         Quinn held his peace, because the lady had apparently come to a decision. She’d take his money, she’d let him make one gesture in defiance of the court’s judgment of him. Althea and Constance would grasp his logic, and Joshua would see to the funds.

         Stephen…Quinn could not bear to think about Stephen. Thank God that Duncan was on hand to think about Stephen.

         Miss Winston scooted to the edge of her chair. “Get that special license, Mr. Wentworth, and prepare to become my lawfully wedded husband.”

         She pushed to her feet, then swayed. Quinn was off the bed and had his arms around her in the next instant.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “I’ll go next week,” Ned said, keeping his voice down.

         Newgate was the epicenter of tragedy in London, as full of despair and hard luck as the sewers were full of waste. Of all the prison’s horrors—the stink, the sickness, the violence, the graft—the plight of the children appalled Jane most.

         Papa’s response was the predictable mumbling about God’s will, which only confirmed that Jane wanted no part of her father’s God.

         And yet, who but the Almighty could have inspired Ned to remain captive?

         “We might not have a next week,” Jane replied. “The charwoman might lose her job, the warden might decide that wheelbarrows will replace the muck carts, the wagon that picks up the straw might be delayed by a lame horse.”

         Ned hopped down from the common room’s windowsill. “All of that might have happened this week, but it didn’t, Miss Jane. I don’t want him to die alone.”

         “We all die alone, Ned. That can’t be helped.”

         He kicked at the straw, doubtless disturbing a legion of fleas. “I’ve seen other men hang. He’ll go quick ’cause he’s so big.”

         Mr. Wentworth was tall and strong. Jane had had occasion to appreciate that strength when she’d nearly fainted several days earlier. He’d gathered her in his arms, his warmth and scent enveloping her. He was a killer—Jane had never once heard him protest his innocence—and yet, his embrace had been a comfort.

         He’d held her as if he had all the time in the world to humor her wayward biology, as if she weighed nothing. He knew how to shelter a woman against his body without awkwardness or impropriety intruding.

         Gordie hadn’t known that, and he’d legally taken on the role of protecting Jane. His embraces had been exclusively carnal from the first, and Jane hadn’t realized a man might offer her any other sort of intimacy.

         “Next week,” Jane said, “I want you to go, Ned. I’ll make you promise Mr. Wentworth if you won’t promise me.” Because Mr. Wentworth could make the boy do anything—except abandon him.

         “Next week you’ll be a missus. You won’t have to come here ever again.”

         Jane didn’t want to visit Newgate again. Mama’s stubborn devotion to charitable work had resulted in her death. Jane wanted to get the wedding ceremony over with, leave, and never, ever come back. Mr. Wentworth’s generosity made that dream possible, even as eternal damnation awaited him.

         In a few minutes, Jane would become a wife for the second time. She was waiting for Davies, Mr. Wentworth’s self-appointed footman, to let her know the preacher had arrived. The license had been obtained only that morning, and on Monday—the day after tomorrow—she’d become a widow once again.

         She’d considered telling Papa about the wedding and decided against it. He’d never approve, and he’d meddle, and a great ruckus would ensue, and then Jane would be sick, poor, and unwed.

         Davies emerged from Mr. Wentworth’s quarters—they hardly qualified as a cell—and beckoned.

         “The parson’s in the warden’s room. You look a right treat, Miss Winston.”

         Davies was at the awkward age when boyhood refused to entirely part with the emerging man. His voice hadn’t settled, his muscles hadn’t caught up with his bones, and he hadn’t learned to hide his emotions.

         Though he was trying. Pity lurked in his pale blue eyes, for all he smiled at Jane and offered his arm.

         The polite gesture was ridiculous, as was Davies’s compliment. Jane had sewn this dress in haste, hoping against all the evidence that she’d never need it.

         “Come along, Ned,” Jane said. “Mr. Wentworth will expect you to join us.”

         Papa was elsewhere in the prison this morning, thank goodness, likely hearing the confession of somebody bound for New South Wales. Penny, one of the whores, had told Jane that Mr. Wentworth would be the only convict sent to his reward on Monday.

         The thought was horrid. In the abstract, capital punishment brought a violent symmetry to justice. A life for a life. All good Christians ought to consider that approach outdated, but on a human level, the formula was logical. When the execution involved a man who fed wild birds and arranged for a child to regain his liberty, the logic failed.

         There was good in Mr. Wentworth. There might have been a murderous impulse, a bad moment, a misjudgment, but there was also good.

         “Miss Winston,” Mr. Wentworth said, bowing when Jane entered his quarters. “Any second thoughts?”

         He was resplendent in morning attire, which must have cost him significantly. The fine tailoring turned blinding good looks into male perfection, and—most perfect of all—he seemed unaware of his own attractiveness.

         “No second thoughts, Mr. Wentworth.” Jane had misgivings, doubts, and regrets in quantity, but she and her child needed to eat.

         He extended a hand to her. “May I introduce Mr. Perkins? He has the honor of joining us in holy matrimony. Davies and Penny have agreed to stand as witnesses. We’ve room for a few more, if you’d like any other guests to join us.”

         His tone skirted the edge between jocular and ironic, and his grip on Jane’s hand was warm.

         That grip was all that prevented her from fleeing. She’d married Gordie in haste, and within months, Gordie had died. At least in this case, Mr. Wentworth’s fate was a foregone conclusion rather than a damnable surprise. Cold comfort, but comfort nonetheless.

         “Sophie and Susie would enjoy the ceremony,” Jane said. They were good women, doing what they could to keep the children safe and to look after the older inmates. What they did for the guards was none of Jane’s business.

         “Ned, if you’d usher the ladies here?”

         Ned took off like one of the birds stealing crumbs from the windowsill.

         The minister offered Jane an awkward greeting, then went back to paging through his prayer book. The cat sat upon the bed, looking the most dignified of anybody present, and a crow strutted back and forth on the windowsill.

         “Not what you envisioned when your girlish fancies turned to marriage, is it?” Mr. Wentworth asked.

         “Nor you,” Jane replied, “when you thought about taking a bride.”

         When Susie and Sophie crowded in behind Ned, Penny, Davies, and the preacher, the ceremony got under way. The words were beautiful, or would have been had not Mr. Perkins been in such a great rush. Midway through Jane’s vows, a commotion erupted behind the witnesses.

         “Jane Hester Winston, what is the meaning of this?”

         Papa had used his Wrath of God voice, of course, and genuine consternation shone in his eyes. Had he been merely raging, Jane might have stood firm, but that doubt, that glimmer of fear, had her slipping her hand from Mr. Wentworth’s.

         Jane was half-turned toward the door—whether to flee the premises or cast up her accounts in the common, she could not have said—when the groom spoke up.

         “Reverend Winston, I am so glad you could join us. The circumstances are unusual, but a father’s presence at a wedding is always welcome.”

         Mr. Wentworth’s fingers closed around Jane’s hand as Papa’s outrage faltered.

         “A wedding? To you?”

         “In order that I might leave your daughter provided for, and minimally ease the conscience of a man soon to face his Maker.”

         Provided for—that mattered. That did matter a very great deal. Jane studied the carpet, which bore a worn pattern of peacocks and doves amid lotus blossoms.

         “Shall we proceed?” Perkins asked.

         “No you shall not!” Papa thundered. “This is beyond irregular, and I see plainly that my daughter is again failing to heed the guidance of a loving parent. The minds of women are easily disordered, and I have no doubt this scoundrel, this murderer, this, this—”

         Jane’s belly threatened rebellion, as if even the babe objected to Papa’s dramatics. “Hush, Papa. You’ve no need to shout.”

         “I have every need to shout. This is a travesty, a mockery of the holy union God intended. Will you shame me once again, Jane Hester?”

         Mr. Wentworth wrapped his free hand over Jane’s knuckles. “I see no shame here, sir. We contemplate a union between consenting adults who have made sensible choices. My hope is that you will stay and give your blessing to your daughter’s decision. She is marrying a wealthy man, at a time when both she and you have few resources. Taking me as a husband, even for the few days I’ll fulfill that office, cannot be easy for her. Your support would mean much to her.”

         Not support. Papa was incapable of supporting his only child. The best Jane could hope for from her father was fuming tolerance.

         “Jane?” Papa no longer shouted. “Does this wretched man speak the truth? You do this of your own free will?”

         Wealth had been mentioned. Very shrewd on Mr. Wentworth’s part. Now Papa would turn up reasonable—wounded and bewildered but reasonable. Jane wished dear Papa were anywhere else; she wished she were anywhere else.

         She also, sincerely and to her surprise, wished Mr. Wentworth were anywhere else. When this ceremony concluded, Jane could leave, taking Mr. Wentworth’s name and a portion of his means with her.

         Mr. Wentworth would leave Newgate in a shroud.

         “Marriage to Mr. Wentworth is very much of my own free will, Papa. He does me a great courtesy when I am much in need of same.”

         “Mr. Perkins, please resume the service,” Mr. Wentworth said.

         “But this is…” Papa began, clutching his Book of Common Prayer to his heart. “I fail to see…”

         A circle of tired, resentful faces turned on him, every expression impatient and annoyed. Ned’s little hands were balled into fists. Penny, Susie, and Sophie looked ready to add to the list of murderers incarcerated at Newgate. Davies had a hand on Ned’s bony shoulder.

         Mr. Perkins cleared his throat.

         “I, Jane…” Mr. Wentworth helpfully supplied.

         Right. “I, Jane Hester Winston…Jane Hester Winston MacGowan, do take this man.…”

         With no interruption or hesitation whatsoever, Mr. Wentworth completed his part of the service. They were pronounced man and wife, and gingerbread was served to all present, including the birds.

         The ceremony could not have been stranger, and yet, when everybody had partaken of their gingerbread and left the new couple some privacy, Jane’s relief was enormous. She hadn’t fled, hadn’t run off, and thus she would have five thousand pounds.

         “I might have capitulated to Papa.” She’d nearly done just that. “I would have let him lecture me back into my corner because I pity him. He has no congregation to respect him anymore, no wife to raise his spirits, no bishop to debate theology with.” Why was Jane explaining this to a man who’d soon be dead? “I’m glad you were able to make him see reason.”

         Mr. Wentworth loosened his neckcloth. “So am I. The old boy has prodigious volume, but I gather he’s not altogether what you’d wish for in a parent.”

         He was all Jane had—as a parent, as family, as a provider. “He used to be stern but reasonable. Mama could jolly him out of his excesses of piety. When he lost her…”

         Mr. Wentworth folded the cravat and set it on a shelf in the wardrobe across the room from the bed. He hung his coat inside the wardrobe and then took the sleeve buttons from his cuffs.

         “I won’t be needing any neckwear on Monday,” he said. “Ned and Davies are to divide my effects, though you should have this ring.” He wiggled a gold signet ring off his smallest finger and set it on the table. “You’re pale, Mrs. Wentworth. Shall I cut you another slice of gingerbread?”

         Mrs. Wentworth. Mrs. Wentworth. Jane had wanted out of the prison before, because it was a prison, because a place very like this had made Mama ill, because marrying Quinn Wentworth was even more out of character for her than eloping to Gretna Green with a handsome Scottish officer.

         Now panic beat hard against her ribs. “We are alone, Mr. Wentworth, and you are disrobing. Might I inquire as to why?”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         Quinn had learned early and well how to inspire fear. His first weapon had been a murderously fast pair of fists—still quite in working order—and his second had been equally fast feet. Then he’d perfected his aim with knives and pistols. Nobody got away from Quinn Wentworth. Not debtors fleeing their creditors, not cutpurses, not those with information sought by the authorities.

         In York’s medieval warren of poverty and privilege, he’d learned how to turn speed and power into money. Then he’d learned how to turn money into yet still more power, until neither criminals nor countesses dared cross him.

         None of which made the trepidation in Miss Winston’s eyes easier to look upon.

         Not Miss Winston, never again Miss Winston. “The accommodations are dusty,” he said, turning back his cuffs. “These clothes will fetch more coin if they’re clean, and both Ned and Davies are short of funds at the moment.”

         She picked up the cat and cuddled him to her chest—like a shield? “You could leave them money.”

         What an awful conversation to have following one’s nuptials. “Ned and Davies have both refused a place in my will. They prefer to earn coin. They’ll accept a casual bequest, but they will not become objects of charity. They have the luxury of pride. Your circumstances require you to be more practical.”

         Quinn sat on the bed next to his wife, and she scooted away. He reached over to scratch the cat behind the ears, and the new Mrs. Wentworth drew back.

         Her reaction was understandable and should even have been a relief. “Jane?” He had the right to address her by name now.

         “Mr. Wentworth?”

         “I gather MacGowan’s connubial devotions were more enthusiastic than considerate. You have nothing to fear from me.” Of all men, she had the least to fear from Quinn Wentworth, who’d also learned early and well what folly indiscriminate lust led to.

         The cat scrambled free of her grip, leaving a shower of dark hairs in his wake.

         “Nothing to fear, Mr. Wentworth?”

         Quinn took her hand, which was cool. “Contemplation of a grim death in less than forty-eight hours is a poor aphrodisiac.”

         Her fingers were limp in his.

         He tried again. “I could not do justice to you or the occasion, Mrs. Wentworth. Ours will be a short, cordial union free of conjugal intimacies. I apologize for not making that clear earlier.”

         Jane had apparently assumed otherwise, doubtless a reflection of how badly she needed Quinn’s help.

         She let out a breath, and the hand she’d placed over her belly slid to the mattress. “Will the marriage still be legal?”

         “Absolutely. Nonconsummation is not grounds for an annulment, and who is to say, given your condition, what we’re getting up to behind that closed door?”

         Her expression lightened considerably, which was mildly insulting. Also humorous, on a level Quinn had learned to appreciate only since becoming incarcerated.

         “Then tell me about yourself,” she said. “I’ll have to explain you to the child, for he or she will bear your name. What shall I tell my child about the person who provided safety and comfort to him or her, and to me?”

         An interrogation regarding Quinn’s past was probably the next least enjoyable fate besides a grim death, though if he had to endure questioning, he would do so holding his wife’s hand.

         “You will tell this child as little about me as possible,” he said. “The less your offspring is associated with a convicted killer, the better. If pressed, you can allow I was a self-made man, but in truth I was simply lucky. In a situation where many children are born sickly, I was born big, strong, fast, and good with numbers. My father doubted my legitimacy, which offense he recalled when in his cups. He was a cooper by trade, though as a young man, he aspired to the status of wine merchant. One branch of the Yorkshire Wentworth family is titled, others are well respected. My father’s was not among them.”

         A ducal family not far from York shared the Wentworth name, though Quinn had never so much as knocked on His Grace of Walden’s kitchen door. Wentworth was a common name, and Quinn had had no wish to be forcibly ejected from the premises.

         “Your good luck outweighed the bad?” Jane asked.

         A fair summary, but for recent events. “My father died, which was most fortunate for his offspring, and I prospered. I eventually took on a partner, whom you will meet next week. You can trust Joshua Penrose in all matters relating to money.”

         Jane might just as easily have removed to the chair at the table, or declared herself ready to leave, and Quinn would have politely accommodated her choices. That she remained beside him, holding hands on the bed, was the first real comfort he’d had since losing his freedom.

         Her hand in his gave him relief for a moment from the rage that had been locked in this room with him. The fury would return when she walked out, so Quinn allowed himself the respite.

         “What of you?” Quinn asked. “Tell me about my wife.”

         “She’s nobody. A study in obscurity who hadn’t the sense to appreciate even that station. I was a good girl, until I wasn’t. When Mama died, I lost my papa, too, in a sense, and I could never be what he needed me to be, so I gave up. When Gordie introduced himself to Papa in the churchyard one Sunday morning, I was easily charmed.”

         A mortal sin in her lexicon, apparently. Did she know that good boys could be preyed upon by the shallow charmers every bit as easily as good girls?

         “The Gordies in this life excel at locating virtuous young women on the brink of surrender. Don’t castigate yourself overmuch about it. Have you brothers or sisters?”

         “None. You?”

         He briefly described his sisters, two of the brightest, most stubborn, resilient people he knew, though even thinking of them was painful.

         “And then there’s Stephen,” he went on. “The boy was under my father’s roof for the shortest amount of time, but in some ways suffered his influence the most. Don’t underestimate Stephen, whatever you do.”

         “Were you speaking rhetorically, or am I to make the acquaintance of your family?”

         Quinn had taken only Joshua into his confidence regarding this marriage, because Joshua’s assistance had been needed to obtain the special license, and Joshua would manage the funds promised to Jane.

         Quinn would write one more letter—each of the last six letters was to have been his final correspondence—and explain Jane to Althea, Constance, and Stephen. Joshua could pass along the missive at the appropriate time, for Quinn would have no opportunity to send it.

         “You will meet my siblings. Your confinement will be most safely passed in my—in my siblings’ household. Althea and Constance are difficult by nature, but they will be protective of you. Where you dwell after the baby arrives will be up to you. I suggest you distance yourself from any association with the Wentworths for the sake of the child.”

         Jane rested her forehead against Quinn’s shoulder. “You are being very kind.”

         “I am being contrary, which has ever been my nature.” Long ago, Quinn had been a boy much in need of kindness. Now he was a man in need of a miracle. Having never seen one, and having seen too many tragedies and precipitated more than a few himself, Quinn did not expect aid from the Almighty.

         He wrapped an arm around Jane’s shoulders, searching his sordid past and short future for some useful words to give her.

         “Look forward, Jane. You can’t change the past, and dwelling on it serves no purpose. The origins of your improved circumstances mean you’ll be outcast by good society, but you’ll eat well, you’ll be warm in winter. Get away from London and you’ll be safe. I like thinking of you and the child, safe and happy.”

         A fine little speech, and Jane seemed fortified by it.

         “I want something with your scent on it,” she said, sitting up. “The fragrance you wear settles my stomach, and it’s pleasant. Unique.”

         A bloody miserable request for a bride to make on her wedding day.

         Quinn rose and rummaged in the wardrobe, then passed her the bar of hard-milled soap from the wash basin. “My sisters know where to get more. The shop is owned by a Frenchman, and he makes these products only for the Wentworths. We have soap, sachets, and eau de parfum with this fragrance.”

         She sniffed the soap and rose. “I’m a Wentworth now. Thank you.”

         Quinn was a businessman. He did not expect thanks for lending money or making shrewd investments. He expected payment on time, honest dealing, and profit. He was thus not prepared for Jane to pitch herself against him and wrap him in a ferocious embrace.

         “I wish you could walk out of here with me,” she said. “I wish I could hide you in a muck cart and spirit you away. I wish you could live to see the child who will bear your name.”

         She clung to him fiercely and wasn’t letting go. In deference to her condition, Quinn wrapped his arms around her.

         “If I could afford wishes, I’d wish that yours might come true.” He could afford a prison wedding and a private execution, but not a single wish.

         A triple knock sounded on the door, Davies’s signal that the guard would soon be coming to escort Jane and her father from the prison.

         Jane rested her cheek against Quinn’s chest. “I will tell the child that you were decent, kind, and generous, and I will be telling the truth.”

         Quinn was angry, bitter, and condemned. He could have insisted to his wife that she not mislead the child, but what would be the point? Jane, he suspected, could be as stubborn as Althea or Constance, and that was fortunate. Soon enough the new Mrs. Wentworth would see reason and establish a household far from any mention of the late, disgraced Quinn Wentworth.

         “Time to go, Jane. Be well, have a fine, healthy baby, and if you can, be happy.”

         She kissed him on the mouth, surprising a man who’d thought life held no more surprises and certainly no more rejoicing.

         But her kiss held joy, an affirmation of her vows, regardless of the circumstances, a loud cheer for having put to rights at least one injustice in a wicked world. She persisted, wrapping Quinn close and taking a taste of him, and then Quinn was kissing her back.

         Jane Wentworth was formidable and brave, also pretty and pragmatic. With more time, she and Quinn might have made something together besides a hasty legal arrangement. He permitted himself three heartbeats’ worth of regret, then eased back.

         “Away with you, Mrs. Wentworth.”

         Still she held him. “I wish…”

         He put a finger to her lips. “Time to go. You promised to obey me.”

         She kissed him again—to blazes with obeying you, sir—and then slipped out the door.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Despite Ned’s every wish, hope, and prayer, Monday morning did not see a commutation order arriving for Mr. Wentworth. The shackles clinked and dragged as the prisoner was led from his cell, and now the damned guards stood about in the courtyard—four of them—as the same chains were removed.

         “Bloody crime,” Ned said, “making a man pay to have the shackles put on, then pay to have them struck not five minutes later.”

         “Bloody crime,” Davies replied from beside him, “when no writ of transportation shows up for such as him. Every other cove who’s committed the same offense gets transportation. He gets the noose.”

         Ned wanted to mash his face against Davies’s skinny ribs and howl. Instead he mashed his fist against Davies’s arm. “Stop crowding me.”

         Davies tousled his hair, and Ned was so enraged he didn’t bother hitting him again.

         “This is wrong,” Ned muttered, turning back to the barred window. “He’s not a killer, not like them other poor sods.”

         The condemned were usually kept segregated in miserable conditions in the prison’s bowels. Had Mr. Wentworth been confined thus, Ned would be dead.

         “Don’t watch, Neddy. He’ll be just as dead if you stand guard over his things. I’ll stay here.”

         “Nobody will dare steal his clothes. He left them to us, and he made sure everybody including the wardens knew that.” Which made no sense. “If he could bribe the wardens not to steal his clothes, why couldn’t he leg it, Davies?”

         The guards formed a circle around Mr. Wentworth as the right shackle came off. The courtyard was drenched with early morning sun, an obscenity given what the new day held for Quinn Wentworth. The Ordinary had been sent for first thing to say prayers for him, another obscenity, for the Thou Shalt Not Kill man to ease the king’s conscience about taking a life.

         “He’s not stupid, Neddy.”

         “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         The left shackle was proving stubborn, which was bad and good. Mr. Wentworth couldn’t bolt until it was off, but they wouldn’t hang him in chains either.

         “Think about it,” Davies said, gaze on the scene in the courtyard. “Quinn Wentworth is as rich as Fat George, but he’s not a lord, not Quality. Penny’s solicitor friend was at the trial. He said the physician was lying through his teeth, the witnesses were all familiars. Somebody wanted Quinn Wentworth put in jail, and that same somebody saw to it that his sentence wasn’t commuted to transportation.”

         Almost everybody condemned to die, even the typical manslaughterer, got a commutation. Execution was usually reserved for an outright murderer or a counterfeiter. Familiars—witnesses whom the court knew from frequent testimony—were on the take or had agreed to testify lest they be charged with a crime themselves.

         “Half the nobs must owe him money,” Ned said, as the damned shackle gave way.

         “They’ll still owe that money when he’s dead. Somebody hates him, worse than the Quality hate the rest of us anyway.”

         An argument rose in the courtyard, between the guards and the executioner. Nobody had thought to bring out a white hood to place over the condemned man’s head.

         “They even muck up a damned killing,” Ned said.

         “They know he’s innocent. Even that lot know they’re doing the devil’s work today.”

         “They know he’s innocent,” Ned muttered, “we know he’s innocent, and he knows he’s innocent, so why didn’t he just buy his way onto a ship?”

         Davies was innocent. Ned could smell it on him, smell the stalwart bewilderment of one who’d been caught up in the crooked, stupid net of the king’s justice. Bewilderment was all that stood between Davies and the despair that made a good man give up on goodness altogether. His own, and anybody else’s too.

         Mr. Wentworth wasn’t innocent in the same way, but he hadn’t killed anybody. Ned could smell that too.

         “I have a theory,” Davies said. “He’s innocent, but somebody wanted him hanged—the worst death there is, much worse than a knife in an alley. If somebody is powerful enough to make that happen, despite Mr. Wentworth’s fortune, they’re powerful enough to go after his family. He has sisters and a little brother, a business partner. If Wentworth were to bolt, or get a commutation to transportation, what would happen to that lot?”

         One of the guards trotted off to fetch the damned hood. Mr. Wentworth was smiling as his hands were bound.

         Smiling.

         “I used to want to be like him,” Ned said. “I’ll never be like him. What if your theory is wrong? What if whoever put him in here will go after his family next?”

         “If they’re his family, they’ll be careful. He will have warned them and put protections in place. He’s gambling with his life that they’ll be careful enough, and that this is personal.”

         “You think he knows who did this to him?”

         The guard who’d gone for the hood lumbered across the gravel, a scrap of white cloth in his hand. Mr. Wentworth’s hands were secured with a yank to the rope, and the hood was placed over his head.

         “He knows or suspects who’s done this to him. Don’t watch, Neddy.”

         Ned couldn’t watch and he couldn’t look away. “I was starving when he got here, Davies. I wasn’t hungry anymore, hadn’t been hungry for days. I was seeing things that wasn’t there. He made me eat. Made me take a bite of meat, and when that stayed down, two bites. Nothing but meat and eggs at first, and plain, weak tea. Like he knew what it was to starve.”

         The gallows was a simple crossbeam with nooses dangling from it. Under the crossbeam was a plank floor that dropped when a lever was pulled. The whole contraption was drawn out into the street for public executions. In the bare expanse of the courtyard, the same apparatus loomed like an obscene altar.

         Ned wiped at his cheeks. “I wish he’d let me starve.”

         The length of rope was such that the condemned dropped eighteen inches at most, not enough distance to develop the speed that would assure a quick end.

         “I’d starve right along with you,” Davies said, wrapping an arm around Ned’s shoulders. “But first I’d kill a few guards, the warden, and if I ever learn who put Mr. Wentworth’s neck into that noose, I’d make very sure to kill them too.”

         Thus did Newgate turn a decent man murderous. “And I’d help you.”

         Up to the gallows Mr. Wentworth went, despite the hood. He was in no hurry, but certainly not dawdling either, damn him.

         Damn them all, and damn this stupid, starving life.

         The rope was snugged about his neck. He wore only a shirt and breeches, not even a waistcoat, because the waistcoat hanging in the wardrobe would fetch a pretty penny.

         The whores had come up behind Ned and Davies at the window. They stood in a semicircle, some of them sniffling. An ominous quiet settled over the group, in a prison that tormented with noise as much as with dirt and deprivation.

         “This is wrong,” Penny said. “This is bloody, damned wrong.”

         The guards lined up, as if standing straight and tall could contradict Penny’s truth. Davies’s arm tightened about Ned’s shoulders, and still, Ned could not look away.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Quinn had started to drink the laudanum Joshua had purchased for him, then thought better of it. Laudanum was in precious short supply among the incarcerated, and others needed it more than Quinn did.

         Besides, why make this killing any easier for those taking a life? Why provide them a dazed, distant victim, one beyond pain, beyond reality?

         So Quinn had been marched out into the courtyard only a little the worse for medication. Ned and Davies would find the laudanum in the wardrobe along with clothes and coin. No soap, though. That bequest had gone to Mrs. Wentworth.

         Quinn pushed thoughts of Jane aside as the shackles were struck and the guards began arguing about the hood. Whose job was it to bring it out? Where was the damned thing? Why was this damned show taking place in the courtyard rather than on the street like a proper doin’?

         The gallows were in the courtyard because Quinn had spent a thousand pounds to make it so. The warden had quietly told him that fifty thousand would not be enough to buy a commutation.

         “So save your coin for your family, my friend.”

         The jury had been kind as well, observing the courtesy of finding that Quinn was without resources, and thus preserving his wealth from forfeiture to the Crown. In the usual case, that had become a formality decades ago. Quinn’s was not the usual case.

         The sun on Quinn’s face was kindest of all, a gentle warmth that hinted of a beautiful day.

         Jane would see the end of this day. Quinn would not.

         The ordeal ahead no longer troubled him, perhaps because of the laudanum, perhaps because of a fatigue of the heart. He’d suffered physically on many occasions. He’d wished to die, the pain had been so unrelenting. His dignity had been ripped away just as often, his pride left in tatters.

         Quinn had spent years at the foot of the gallows; now he was to learn the view from the top of the steps. A minor shift in perspective.

         And yet…Jane would mourn him, which was both a comfort and a torment. A child would have the Wentworth name and a bit of the Wentworth wealth. An innocent child, one who’d have a mother’s love from the moment of birth.

         A mother’s love, and a killer’s name.

         The hood was twitched into place over Quinn’s head. “Up ye go, lad. It’s time. They don’t count to three or say any more prayers. Just drop the rope, then drop you. You’re almost done.”

         This was intended as encouragement. That the guard spoke with a heavy Yorkshire accent was fitting.

         Somebody took Quinn’s elbow and guided him gently toward the steps. He was given time to navigate the stairs on his own, one of the guards quietly instructing him as the top step approached. This ritual was surrounded with etiquette, of all the ironies. Couldn’t have the condemned plunging down the steps and breaking his neck.

         The rope was dropped over Quinn’s head—new from the smell of it, and rough against his skin. New ropes were stiffer, and thus undesirable under the circumstances because they resulted in death by suffocation rather than a broken neck.

         Quinn did not want to die. He’d known that since the farce that had been his questioning at the magistrate’s office. Life was not sweet—life was a relentless challenge—but being brother to Althea, Constance, and Stephen had been sweet. Being a partner to that bufflehead Joshua had been sweet.

         The rope was tightened, the knot pressing against Quinn’s jaw and brushing his ear.

         Being married to Jane had been odd and sweet. Quinn’s siblings and Joshua would manage—they’d none of them ever forget the lessons learned in York—but Quinn worried about his bride.

         The guards stepped back. A hush fell, the morning air fresh and still. Quinn wasn’t ashamed to have been outsmarted—bad luck befell everybody sooner or later—but he was furious that the author of his misfortune would not be held accountable.

         For the first time in decades something like a prayer formed in Quinn’s mind. See my enemy brought as low I’ve been brought. Take care of my family, and take care of Jane and the child.

         A thump sounded, and then the world fell away from Quinn’s feet. He could not breathe, could not stop fighting to draw breath. His chest exploded in pain, and the white of his hood faded to an awful, airless black.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         The clock ticked relentlessly in the quiet of the morning room. Althea stitched, Constance stared at a treatise on the symbolic use of light in oil portraits, and Stephen went mad.

         “He’s gone by now,” Stephen said.

         Over at the door, Ivor flinched.

         “Joshua will bring us word,” Althea said.

         Joshua would bring them Quinn’s body. Murderers were turned over to the doctors for anatomical studies. Stephen knew exactly what that meant, despite the general unwillingness of his siblings to tell him anything useful. A mere manslaughterer’s remains were returned to the family for a proper burial.

         “Thus endeth the short and merry tale of Quinton Wentworth,” Stephen said. “From footman to felon, by way of Mayfair’s finest neighborhoods.”

         Constance exchanged a look with Althea.

         “That’s enough, Stephen,” Althea said, but without the usual whipcrack tone she used on him.

         “Quinn is gone,” Stephen retorted. “We’re on our own now.” Stephen hated the idea that he was supposed to meekly sit in his wheeled Bath chair and grieve for a brother who’d been arrogant to a fault, for all Quinn had also been ferociously conscientious regarding the bank’s business.

         “Quinn got above himself,” Constance said. “He made sure we didn’t commit the same error.”

         The Wentworths lived quietly, but they lived quietly and well in London, a far cry from the quagmire of misery that had spawned them in York.

         Stephen was seventeen and should have gone up to university. He would never go to university, for two reasons. First, he already knew more than most of the professors teaching at either Oxford or Cambridge about the subjects that mattered to him.

         Second, the damned Bath chair.

         But his wheeled chair offered lessons of its own, such as how closely madness hovered near the unsuspecting. Stephen had frequently considered taking his own life, before Quinn had brought Duncan down from York. With the implacable assurance of a man equally expert in Socrates, biology, and scripture, Duncan had insisted that a laboratory and greenhouse be added to the town house. To Stephen’s amazement, Quinn had listened, and life had changed.

         Today, life was changing again.

         “Quinn has himself to thank for this day’s work,” Stephen said.

         Constance tossed her pamphlet onto the low table. “What would you have us do, Stephen? Post notices in shop windows that we’ll meet our brother’s killer in Green Park at dawn? Quinn told us not to interfere.”

         Althea pulled a thread taut. “Quinn was forever telling us what to do. When did we listen?”

         “We did sometimes,” Constance said. “When he was sensible, not simply blustering and being overprotective.”

         Stephen wheeled himself to the window, where a sunny London morning was bustling to life. He’d spent much of his life looking out of windows, until Duncan had said that the mind needed fresh air to invite fresh ideas.

         “Quinn was always overprotective,” Constance said, “and when it mattered, he had no one to protect him. I tried. I sent a hundred pounds to the warden, simply seeking an interview. He sent it back.”

         “Two hundred,” Althea said, “and that was also returned.”

         In the complicated economy of a prison, a returned bribe meant one of two things: Somebody else had paid a much larger bribe, or had made a more effective threat.

         Stephen’s sisters didn’t need him to spell that out for them. He’d been eight years old when Jack Wentworth had died, old enough to know, as Duncan said, which from that. His sisters were both older than he and knew all manner of subjects not taught in any finishing school.

         Constance took up one of the fine porcelain teacups that sat unused on the tray Ivor had brought in. She loathed tea and had a secret fondness for gin. Perhaps grief had deranged even her formidable mind, for she set the cup down and reached for the teapot instead.

         This she hurled against the fireplace, resulting in a satisfyingly loud crash. Althea stared at the shattered porcelain and the tea splattered all over the bricks, then did the same with three teacups in succession.

         The sisters would manage. Stephen signaled to Ivor, who opened the door. Stephen wheeled himself from the room amid the loud, messy destruction of a fortune in porcelain, and pretended not to notice that Ivor was crying.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Quinn’s first impression of the celestial realm was that it smelled a lot like prison. Dirty straw, dirty people, despair saturating the air. Somebody was in a taking worthy of Althea holding forth on the subject of women’s rights.

         Women had no rights. Perhaps in heaven, that oversight had been addressed.

         “He’s breathing,” a man said. “He’ll wake up in a moment.”

         Quinn’s head was lifted and the white expanse of the great beyond—or of the executioner’s white hood—was replaced with the warden’s office at Newgate prison.

         “I’ve been sent to hell after all.” Quinn’s throat ached, but he could speak intelligibly.

         “Praise be,” said a dapper little man with a full head of white hair. “Thank the everlasting powers. Somebody fetch His Grace a glass of water.”

         The company boasted a His Grace, more proof that Quinn had been weighed in the scales and found wanting, for this was surely not the afterlife. He struggled to a sitting position, his brain sluggish, his neck burning like the devil.

         Perhaps not the devil.

         “Here you go, Your Grace,” the dapper fellow said, passing Quinn a mug. “Soon you’ll be feeling just the thing.”

         The water tasted metallic, but was cool and soothing to Quinn’s throat. In no version of hell he’d been threatened with were new arrivals offered water.

         “Who are you?”

         “Thaddeus E. Dodson. My card.” The fellow passed over a card printed on linen stock. The College of Arms. Perhaps this truly was eternal damnation, or the lingering effects of laudanum in an odd version of the hereafter.

         The warden’s expression was carefully neutral. Two guards stood by the door impersonating well-trained footmen—erect posture, expressions blank.

         Quinn took another sip of the holiest water he’d ever tasted. “Somebody had better start explaining.”

         The warden cleared his throat. “You’ve been pardoned, Your Grace.”

         “The king himself has seen fit to grant you clemency,” Mr. College of Arms said. “He has forgiven your error as an unfortunate tragedy mishandled by the courts. You are free to go.”

         The warden was studying the truly awful portrait over the mantel, a well-fed beldame with a pug in her lap.

         “What aren’t you telling me?” Quinn asked. “Fat George never does favors without expecting something in return. I’m a convicted felon. What could he want from me?” A convicted felon who had cheated death. The shock of that truth spread over Quinn like a summer sunrise. He could not trust his good fortune to last, if good fortune it was, but he was undeniably alive.

         “You are a pardoned felon,” Dodson replied. “We need not speak of that when more good news is at hand. Did you know, sir, that you were heir to the Walden ducal title?”

         The only people who called Quinn “sir” were people who wanted money from him or people who owed him money.

         And the whores, Ned, and Davies. They had called him sir.

         “I suppose you’ll have to hang me again,” Quinn said, pushing to his feet. “I’m not the duke of anything, and I hope to die in that fortunate state. Shall we get on with it?”

         He was not bluffing. The only explanation he could concoct for this reprieve was that he’d now be expected to commit some fraud or deception for the Crown. His father had attempted any crime, any betrayal of decency for the sake of another bottle of gin. Quinn would not follow in those scapegrace footsteps, even to save his own neck.

         “You’ll not be hanged,” the warden said. “The bugger has papers, royal seal and all. To hang you now would be both treason and murder.”

         Quinn experienced the same dread that had come over him when he’d returned home after a day of looking for work and he’d heard Papa ranting from half a street away. Drunk and mean, drunk and maudlin, drunk and murderous. Those had been the choices when Papa was loud. All of Quinn’s options had stunk then, and they doubtless reeked now.

         “Mr. Dodson, you will explain yourself.”

         “The situation is simple, Your Grace. You are heir to the Walden dukedom, the seat of which lies in the north, not far from the place of your birth. Given your exalted station, the king has spared your life so that you might carry out the duties of your office, in gratitude to a benevolent sovereign.”

         Gratitude, to the very Crown that tried to hang him? Had hanged him?

         “Bloody bedamned to your pardon, Mr. College of Alms. If King George thinks I’ll hand over my fortune for his rotten title, ye can tell him to shove his seal up the royal bunghole—if he can find it.”

         Quinn’s speech had reverted to the dialect of the York slums, and Mr. Dodson had retreated to the door. One of the guards snickered, then began coughing when Quinn turned a glower on him.

         “Think of it as a commutation,” the warden said. “You were in a prison of one sort—ugly maids, bad food, poor company. With a title, you’ll be in a prison of another sort. Better food and comely maids, though I can’t vouch for the company you’ll find.”

         That perspective had merit. Then too, Quinn had siblings and a business partner, and they needed the money his will provided. Then there was Jane, waiting for her five thousand pounds. Quinn marched over to Dodson and treated him to what Stephen called his damnation-and-doom glower.

         “Tell the truth, or I’ll hunt you down and use a dull, dirty knife to relieve you of body parts your missus might once have been fond of. What happens to my money if I accept George’s pardon?”

         Dodson blinked twice. “You keep your money.”

         “And?”

         “You inherit the debts that the Walden estate has amassed.”

         “To the penny, man, or I swear I’ll find a way to have a fatal accident.”

         Dodson named a sum that would have felled any mortal who hadn’t spent the last ten years assessing which lords were worth lending money to and which were hopelessly bankrupt.

         “Income?” Quinn pressed.

         “From five different estates. They have been more than self-sustaining in the past and include tenancies under lease.”

         If the task was clawing a path out of debt, Quinn was better suited to that challenge than any other subject of the Crown, and King George likely grasped as much. What His Majesty could not know was how determined Quinn was to bring his enemy to justice.

         The laws of the slum were few and simple. One directive stood foremost among them in Quinn’s mind: Show weakness to those who disrespect you, and you’ll be devoured like the prey you are. An eye for an eye meant wrongdoing was punished, and honor upheld. Any other course was as good as begging to be victimized again.

         “Mr. Dodson and I are in want of privacy,” Quinn said, “and send my footman to me.”

         The warden smiled faintly. “He means the prisoner Davies.”

         Quinn ran a finger around the collar of his shirt. “I mean my footman, Davies. When I depart this cesspit of injustice, I’ll need the services of my tiger, Edward, as well as my chambermaids, Penny, Susie, and Sophie.”

         Dodson looked pleased, the idiot parasite. “Anything else, Your Grace?”

         Forgive me, Jane. “I have a duchess. I must inform her of my good fortune.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “He’s alive!” Joshua Penrose never shouted, never displayed even the cold temper that characterized his business partner, but a damned roll of black crepe sat on the sideboard, and the footman already sported a black armband.

         “The bloody sod’s alive and pardoned. Althea! Constance! Stephen! Quinn is alive and he’s coming home.”

         Joshua had posted eyes inside the prison, and what those eyes had related nearly restored his faith in a God with a sense of humor.

         Althea, dressed head to toe in black, appeared on the landing. “Mr. Penrose, have you taken leave of your senses?” She descended one dignified step at a time, until she was on the bottom stair, which put her nearly eye level with Joshua.

         She was beautiful in her grief, but then, she was beautiful all the time. “I have indeed taken leave of my senses, and so has the Crown. Quinn Wentworth received a royal pardon. The news is all over the prison, and he’ll be home this afternoon.”

         Althea’s knuckles showed white as she gripped the newel post. “He accepted the pardon? I did not want to hope.” She bit her lip and stared past Joshua’s shoulder.

         Overhead the clank of metal and the sound of ratcheting chains suggested Stephen was using the lift to descend from the upper floors.

         “Get Miss Wentworth some damned brandy,” Joshua said, taking Althea’s hand. “She’s had a shock.”

         “Yes, Mr. Penrose,” the footman replied. “At once, sir.”

         The footman—Ivor or Kristoff, Joshua could never tell them apart—sprinted for the steps that led belowstairs, though the closest decanter was two doors away in the library.

         “Not the morning room,” Althea said, drawing her fingers from Joshua’s grasp. “I’ll be in Quinn’s study. Fetch Constance and Stephen.”

         She swished away, then stopped ten yards down the corridor, her hand on the door latch. “He’s truly alive?”

         Joshua closed the distance between them, because an uncertain Althea was painful to behold. “Quinn’s alive, giving orders to the warden and guards, taking half a dozen common prisoners out with him, and threatening riot.”

         Althea rested her forehead against the door, more weakness than Joshua had ever known her to show. “He likely beggared himself for his freedom. Money well spent, I say.”

         “There’s more,” Joshua said, “and it’s not bad news.”

         Constance came up the corridor. “He who shouts in a house of mourning had better have a good explanation.”

         “Quinn’s alive,” Althea said. “He’s coming home.”

         Constance studied the parquet floor, a complex mosaic of oak. “He outbribed somebody. Thank God and the greed of the average Englishman.”

         Stephen wheeled himself down the corridor, Duncan trailing behind. “Quinn’s alive? He’s cheated even the hangman?”

         “Barely,” Joshua said, “but one of the guards had a very sharp knife when a knife was much needed, and Quinn’s only slightly the worse for his ordeal.”

         “Let’s discuss this in the study,” Althea said.

         They filed in, a radiant footman bringing up the rear with a tray bearing a decanter and five glasses.

         “Half holiday belowstairs, Ivor,” Althea said. “A double round for everybody in honor of the glad tidings, senior staff outside the kitchen may have the evening free. A cold collation for lunch will do.”

         Ivor set the tray on the low table and bowed. “Very good, ma’am. Felicitations on the wonderful news.”

         His accent was so thick—vonderful nuis—as to make the words nigh unintelligible, but his smile needed no translation. The servants’ hall would host a near-orgy, though somebody would remain sober enough to answer the bellpull.

         “Burn the crepe,” Constance added, “or donate it to the poor, but get it out of the house before Quinn comes home.”

         “And the armbands,” Stephen added. “Go naked from the waist up if you must, but get rid of the armbands.”

         Duncan, ever a practical fellow, busied himself pouring the brandy. He was a cousin at some remove, recruited to manage Stephen, but he had the Wentworth dark hair, blue eyes, and height. He’d come when needed and Quinn considered him family, so family he was.

         While Joshua remained a business partner.

         “A toast,” Althea said, “to Wentworth resilience.”

         To Wentworth money, which was a result of that resilience. Joshua had no doubt that Quinn’s fortune had come between him and death—this time.

         “To Wentworth resilience,” Joshua murmured. “Or should I say, to the Duke of Walden’s resilience?”

         Stephen set his glass on the tray. “He got the title too? I told you lot it was real, and you wouldn’t believe me. If Quinn’s a duke, then I’m a courtesy lord, and you have to listen to me now.”

         “If you’re a lord,” Constance retorted, “I’m a lady, and so is Althea. You’ll have to learn a whole new set of manners.”

         Stephen doubtless already knew all the protocol, all the forms of address. As fast as Duncan threw subjects at him, Stephen gobbled down the knowledge. The boy was what Quinn could have become, had Quinn been allowed to think about anything but survival.

         “Speaking of ladies,” Joshua said, “we’d all best have a seat.”

         Duncan brushed a glance at Stephen, who lived half his life seated. The women arranged themselves on the sofa, leaving the wing chairs for Joshua and Duncan. They might have been any well-to-do family enjoying a glass of cordial on somebody’s birthday.

         “You’ve said there’s more,” Althea prompted. “What could be more than a reprieve from death and a lofty title to go with it? Doubtless Quinn will have to take some neglected estate and put it to rights, probably a half dozen of them, but that’s a stroll down the lane for him.”

         The extent of the Walden debts would be a challenge even for Quinn, though exactly the sort of challenge he was equipped to meet.

         “The dukedom, as Stephen has noted, is real,” Joshua said. “In typical Quinn fashion, he’s anticipated his obligations and already found himself a duchess.” And a potential heir. Joshua would let Quinn explain that development, if any explanation were needed.

         “Quinn is engaged?” Althea asked, drink halfway to her lips.

         “Not engaged,” Joshua said, with the same direct gaze he used when he foreclosed on a mortgage. “Married. Quinn has taken a bride, and she’ll be coming to live with you here.”

         A historic beat of silence went by, for the three younger Wentworth siblings were all quiet in the same room at once.

         Stephen stared at his cordial, his lips moving in a silent pattern of what appeared to be French profanities.

         Constance muttered, “I believe I’ll have another,” and reached for the decanter.

         Althea, dignified, self-assured, lady-of-all-she-surveys Althea, spluttered her drink all over her skirts, while Duncan patted her back and said absolutely nothing.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         “But from whence cometh your late husband’s wealth, Jane Hester?” Papa asked, for the dozenth time. “The god of Mammon is a jealous god, and you cannot think to prosper by worshipping at his altar.”

         “Not prosper, Papa,” Jane said, folding her mother’s last good shawl into the battered trunk. “Survive. An infant needs food, shelter, and safety, and I intend that my child have those blessings.”

         Before Jane had been old enough to put up her hair she’d realized that Papa used his voice as a weapon. Everything, from the piety of his King James syntax to the sheer volume of his declamations, was intended to bludgeon the conscience if not the nerves.

         She had learned to wield the same weapon, to appropriate the vocabulary of holiness and faith, and to quote scripture or misquote it as the occasion demanded.

         “You’ll bless your child with the filthy lucre of a felon?” Papa could not pace, for Jane’s quarters were too small to afford him that bit of stage business. “You’ll use Wentworth’s ill-gotten gains to surround yourself with luxuries? Did your misadventure in Scotland teach you nothing?”

         “My marriage to Gordie taught me that life is precarious, and I must provide for his offspring as best I can.”

         Papa put a hand on the bedpost as if she’d hurled a dagger at his heart. “Jane Hester, what would your mother say?”

         Get out while you can, probably. Mama had been a dutiful wife and a pragmatic mother.

         “Mama would rejoice that an innocent life will not be born into undeserved hardship. She’d be grateful that some good fortune has come my way, despite the great sorrow of Mr. Wentworth’s passing.”

         Jane had lain on her side in bed that morning and watched the sun creep down the cracked, water-stained wall. Executions were held first thing in the day, the better to accommodate a crowd that could not miss work to take in its entertainments.

         Davies had told her that Mr. Wentworth’s execution would happen in the courtyard, by some miracle of bribery, meaning Jane’s husband had died almost three hours ago.

         She could not bear to dwell on that reality for more than a moment or two.

         He’s gone. That great, complicated, beautiful beast of a man is no more.

         I’m widowed again.

         Mr. Quinn Wentworth has been put to death.

         This should have been a relief, that matters had for once proceeded in exactly the fashion promised. For the first time in her life, Jane was free, she was possessed of a small fortune, and she could order her affairs as she saw fit.

         She was anything but relieved.

         Mr. Joshua Penrose had arranged for a coach to fetch her and her “effects.” When that coach arrived, she’d be ready. Perhaps then—once she was away from these cramped, miserable quarters—she could cry for her late husband.

         “You disappoint me, Jane Hester,” Papa said in his most funereal tones. “You break your father’s heart. Sharper than the serpent’s tooth—”

         “My child would not thank me for giving birth in these surrounds when a cleaner and more wholesome alternative is available,” Jane said. “My child would not thank me for being unable to afford a trained accoucheur. My child would not thank me for—”

         Papa had taken out his handkerchief. The last, most potent weapon in his arsenal. He eschewed violence—Turn the other cheek, Jane Hester!—but his definition of violence was limited to the physical.

         Much destruction of the spirit could be rendered with mere words, with inaction, with indifference. Jane’s heart suffered a blow every time she noticed that another of Mama’s mementos had been carted off to the pawnbroker’s.

         Papa touched the worn linen to the corners of his eyes. “Jane Hester, never did I think that a daughter of mine would seek worldly riches, much less worldly riches of such an unfortunate origin. I shall pray nightly for Mr. Wentworth’s soul, but I shall pray without ceasing for yours.”

         Jane tried mentally counting to three and praying for patience, her mother’s preferred prescription for life’s aggravations. No patience was to be found where Papa’s posturing was concerned, not today, not when Quinn Wentworth was likely being measured for a shroud.

         She closed the trunk and fastened the straps, then dragged its dead weight from the bed.

         “And for your grandchild, Papa? Will you pray for that innocent soul as well? Will you give thanks that even as Mr. Wentworth faced certain death, his concern was for a child he’d never have a chance to know? Will you be grateful that I was not forced to take up with another Gordie, or worse, simply to keep body and soul together?”

         Papa folded his handkerchief, his gesture a well-rehearsed study in sorrow.

         “I have made inquiries regarding Mr. Wentworth, Jane Hester. His antecedents are most irregular, and all agree the source of his initial fortune is unsavory. You leave this house without my blessing.”

         She was supposed to apologize and beg Papa’s forgiveness, for leaving, for having been widowed, for a lack of faith in the very Deity who had taken both Mama and Gordie before Jane had been prepared to deal with either loss.

         “Judge not, Papa, lest you be judged. I’ve left my direction with Mrs. Sandbridge downstairs. You will always be welcome to visit in my home.”

         Not to dwell there. Mr. Wentworth had made that clear.

         Mr. Wentworth, who was dead.

         Jane used the fury that thought inspired to wrench the trunk across the floor—she hadn’t the strength to lift it—and to the top of the stairs. Papa sat on the bed looking forlorn and bewildered, which he did well.

         What sort of father watches a pregnant daughter wrestle a heavy trunk and lifts not a finger to help her?

         The question popped into Jane’s head in Quinn Wentworth’s voice. She hoped she’d be hearing that voice frequently in the coming years, because she had genuinely liked her late husband. She’d respected him, and she was endlessly, endlessly grateful to him.

         Getting the trunk down the stairs was a noisy business—thunk, scrape, thunk, scrape—and Jane was put in mind of the steps a convicted felon climbed to ascend the gallows.

         Light-headedness assailed her. She knew better than to ignore it, so she sat on the trunk in the foyer until coach wheels and shod hooves clattered to a halt in the street. A large conveyance judging from the racket, not a mean little gig.

         Jane rose—slowly, always slowly—waited a moment, then cracked the door.

         A smart black town coach drawn by four matched grays sat at the foot of the steps. The coachman and grooms wore black livery trimmed in red, and the coach’s appointments were also done in black with crimson piping.

         Lucifer would arrive in such a conveyance, somber and dashing at the same time.

         “I have grown fanciful,” Jane muttered, grabbing her cloak and opening the door wider. In truth, she was famished, but had dared only half a slice of dry toast with a few sips of ale to break her fast.

         She had not met Mr. Penrose. She’d communicated with him only in writing, and thus when a largish gentleman stepped down from the coach, she wasn’t shocked. He was attired in sober perfection for the time of day, top hat brushed to a sleek shine that matched equally handsome boots.

         His linen was immaculate, his clothing exquisitely tailored. His arrival on this street would be talked about for days, so uncommon a sight was he. The fellow knew how to make an impression, and his height helped in that regard. Put a high-crowned beaver hat on a man as tall as Mr. Wentworth had been…

         A queer feeling came over Jane as the gentleman mounted the porch steps. The same mental dislocation that an impending faint caused, though she wasn’t dizzy.

         “Mr. Wentworth.” And not a version of Mr. Wentworth who had any concern regarding his liberty or his continued existence. A splendidly turned-out version of a splendidly self-possessed, handsome man.

         “Mrs. Wentworth.”

         Same deep voice, same steady blue eyes that gave nothing away.

         Jane pitched into her husband and wrapped him in a tight hug.

         “You are alive. Thank heavens, you are alive.” She wept tears of joy and relief, wrinkling his cravat, breathing in the lovely, lovely scent of him. “You did not die. I am so glad you did not die. You are alive.”

         He drew Jane aside, so two footmen could take her trunk down the steps, but Jane could not turn loose of him.

         “I was pardoned,” Mr. Wentworth said. “I take it you regard this as a cheering development?”

         Jane squeezed him again, though hugging him was like hugging a stone cross. “I am ecstatic to see you hale and at liberty, sir. Nothing could please me more. A pardon—a royal pardon, I take it. You are so wonderfully alive.”

         She beamed up at him, while he regarded her coolly. “I rejoice to be alive. Have you only the one trunk?”

         Five words? He gave his resurrection from the dead a mere five words? Jane used the sleeve of her cloak to dry her eyes, until a square of white linen, initials monogrammed in red silk on one corner, was dangled before her.

         “My mother’s cedar chest is at the pawnshop.” An inane reply. Mama’s hand mirror, her jewelry box, her earbobs, her writing desk—they all gathered dust at the pawnshop. “The one trunk suffices.”

         “Then let’s be on our way. We have matters to discuss.”

         He offered his arm, Jane took it and descended to the waiting coach. Before she gathered her skirts to climb into the most elegant conveyance she’d ever beheld, she spared her former home a final inspection.

         Papa stood in the doorway, his expression blank. Jane felt again the compulsion to apologize, to beg forgiveness, to protect Papa’s dignity even at the cost of her own.

         Mr. Wentworth waited in silence, Jane’s hand on his arm. A footman stared straight ahead; not even the horses dared fidget.

         Jane did not know her husband at all. Having her for a wife might be a great inconvenience to him now. Having him for a husband might be something of an inconvenience as well.

         Oh, dear.

         She climbed into the coach and settled onto the padded comfort of the front-facing seat. Her husband took the place beside her, rapped the roof once with a gloved fist, and the coachman gave the horses leave to walk on.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As Quinn’s town coach pulled away from the curb, his wife—his duchess—let down the shade over the window.

         “All of London will soon know we’re married,” he said. “Not much use trying to hide.”

         Jane sat back. “The sun causes everything to fade. I close curtains out of habit.”

         She looked tired, and Quinn was growing to hate her damned gray cloak. “I prefer curtains and windows open in all but the coldest weather.”

         They regarded one another, two strangers now legally one flesh.

         Jane’s joy at seeing Quinn had been unexpected and not entirely welcome. Not entirely unwelcome, either.

         She no longer radiated exultation. “We hardly know each other, Mr. Wentworth.”

         Quinn knew she needed help, knew she’d been genuinely glad to see him. Those factors alone would not have sent him to her doorstep, but he also knew she was with child. The evidence of her pregnancy had been pressed to his very person, and yet, her father had watched her departure with complete indifference.

         “We have time to become better acquainted,” Quinn said, though they’d be at Joshua’s town house in less than an hour. “What would you like to know?”

         She rolled up the window shade. “Do you have children?”

         Interesting place to start. “I do not—yet.” This topic needed to be raised. With Quinn’s family underfoot, the requisite privacy for such a discussion would be scarce. “We are married, Jane.”

         “I was present at the ceremony, Mr. Wentworth.”

         Quinn had been present in body. He still wasn’t sure where his wits had got off to. “Do you intend to honor your vows?”

         She fussed with her cloak, the dreariest excuse for an outer garment Quinn had beheld in years. The wool would keep her warm even when wet, and thus qualified as that most offensive of wardrobe items, the practical garment.

         “What are you asking me, sir?”

         “You did not anticipate becoming my wife in truth, did not anticipate sharing a household with me. The marriage can be annulled, for a sum.” He would make this offer, though it rankled. Vows were vows.

         “You are correct that I did not foresee myself married to you, and in the general case, I dislike surprises. What if I said yes, I’d like an annulment?”

         Quinn would be disappointed, but not surprised. In the course of this long and strange morning, he’d been plagued by regrets and memories, though among the flotsam in his mind had also been treasure: Jane had kissed him on their wedding day.

         Kissed him like she’d meant it from the heart.

         She had trusted him to safeguard her future, taken him at his word, and never once inquired into his guilt. Quinn knew better than to hope for some marital fairy tale, but her kiss had been stubbornly unforgettable.

         “If you want an annulment,” he said, “I’ll notify the requisite bishop, and you’ll have your freedom. The sum put in trust for you will remain yours to do with as you please.”

         For yet more sums, any word of their prison ceremony would be stricken from memory, and Quinn would go on with his life as before, getting and spending.

         While he also hunted the varlet who’d sent him to an ignominious death.

         “Would you like an annulment?” she asked, folding her hands over her belly. “If you’re laboring under the notion that a gentleman doesn’t cry off, you needn’t be so delicate.”

         She thought him a gentleman? “I spoke vows, Jane. I keep my word. At times, my word has been the only possession I had of any value. Once broken, it will never mend as strong as it was before. I make an exception in the case of our vows because nobody could have foreseen that I’d walk out of that prison. If you decide to honor your promises, then we will be man and wife in every meaningful sense.”

         She wiggled around on the bench, like a hen on a nesting box. “Do you drink to excess?”

         Gordie MacGowan deserved to roast in hell. “I drink strong spirits only sparingly. The last time I got drunk I was twelve years old.”

         “Would you raise your hand to me in anger?”

         On second thought, hell was too good for MacGowan. “I will never raise my hand to you. I will probably raise my voice, and you are free to do likewise in response.”

         She considered Quinn frankly, and he resisted the urge to look away. “I might enjoy that,” she said. “Shouting matches instead of sermonizing would be a novelty. I might enjoy that rather a lot.”

         In her shabby cloak and mended gloves, Jane was yet dignified. Quinn liked that about her. Liked that she could interrogate him despite the upheaval of the day—she’d had a shock, after all—and he liked that his finery hadn’t intimidated her. He’d also like more of her kisses, provided those kisses were freely given.

         “Shall we be married, Jane? I will never be a doting swain, never shower you with flattery or romantic nonsense. You and your children will know every material comfort, and I’ll make every effort not to annoy you.”

         The coach swayed around a corner, while Quinn made himself wait for Jane’s answer. He could go on, elaborating settlement terms—pin money, dower portions, morning gifts, life estates, and so forth. He could warn Jane in detail regarding the obstreperous trio he called siblings, or he could ask her if she had any more questions.

         This was not, however, a negotiation at the bank.

         “You mention children, plural,” Jane said. “You expect to have a family with me.”

         A duke was expected to have heirs. Quinn had come to this realization while soaking in the first tub of truly hot water he’d enjoyed in weeks. For himself, he wanted nothing to do with a title, much less with paying off debts the king was too miserly to take on. Nonetheless, Quinn was damned if he’d set an ailing dukedom to rights just so the Crown could snatch his wealth away through escheat.

         “I would like to have a family with you.”

         She treated him to a frowning perusal. “Why haven’t you married? You’re well to do, gorgeous, and temperate.”

         “Because I have been busy becoming well to do, and any woman who’d leap at a man simply because an accident of nature made him attractive is asking for trouble.”

         She laughed. “Touché, Mr. Wentworth, and Gordie was far from temperate. Still, you are a handsome devil, you can be charming, and you’re of age.”

         Quinn had no problem discussing money, which was vulgar of him in the extreme. Discussing his appeal to women made him want to dive from the moving coach.

         “My antecedents are lowly, my trade is finance, and my nature is difficult. I hold mortgages on nearly a quarter of the recently purchased homes in Mayfair, and can’t ride in the park without running into some viscount or baron who has sought an unsecured loan from my bank. The only club to admit me hasn’t a lord to its name. Finding a young lady who can overlook my shortcomings would require time I don’t have.”

         Quinn was being honest, though soon enough, Jane would find out how very lowly his antecedents were—and how lofty his title. He refused to tempt her with a tiara, though, when he’d be the man sharing her bed.

         “I like you,” Jane said, which pronouncement left Quinn more uneasy than ever. “You were decent to Ned and Davies. You fed the birds.”

         He’d fed the birds for entertainment. “Ned and Davies will be employed in my household, as will Susie, Penny, and Sophie, if they so choose.”

         “I also respect you.”

         What in seven flaming hells was he to say to that?

         “We spoke vows,” Jane went on. “I did not anticipate becoming your wife, but I much prefer it to being your widow. I’ll honor my vows if you’ll honor yours.”

         “I keep my word, Jane.” Quinn reserved for later the matter of Jane’s firstborn, for sad to say, birth could be fatal for both mother and infant.

         She let her weight sink against his side. “Then we shall be man and wife, Mr. Wentworth, until death do us part, shouting matches and all.”

         “Man and wife,” he said. “For better or for worse, and all the rest of it. I have siblings. They come under the ‘worse’ heading. Let me tell you about them.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         “You are dithering,” Joshua said. “You’ve nothing to dither about. Your family is ecstatic that you’ve been pardoned. Even Duncan was offering toasts to your continued good health when I left your house, and he’s the next thing to a Presbyterian. Now he can boast that his cousin is a duke.”

         Quinn tugged at the cravat that Joshua’s valet had tied too snugly around a brutally sore and abraded neck.

         “Are you ecstatic at my continued good health?” Quinn asked.

         And how long did one woman need to soak in a bathtub before she’d completed her ablutions? More than an hour ago Joshua’s housekeeper had whisked Jane abovestairs, muttering about daft men and a lady’s nerves.

         “What sort of question is that?” Joshua retorted, opening a desk drawer and extracting a deck of cards.

         They waited in Joshua’s library, which in bachelor quarters doubled as an office and game room. Joshua pulled out a chair opposite Quinn at an ingenious little table that could be used for chess, backgammon, cards, writing, and several other tasks, depending on which hidden lever Joshua manipulated.

         Joshua Penrose liked his intrigues.

         “Somebody put my neck in that noose,” Quinn said. “The usual motives are greed, revenge, or passion. I haven’t inspired anybody’s passion for years, I am scrupulously fair in all my financial dealings, and you benefitted the most by my death.”

         Joshua dealt cards with the smooth practice of an expert—or an expert cheat. “In your shoes, I’d ask the same question, which is why I won’t lay you out flat for your suspicions. If you’re looking for who benefitted from your death, all of your family members did, but the charities stood to gain the most and I doubt they had any inkling of their impending good fortune. How long can one woman soak in a bathtub?”

         “My wife may take as long as she pleases.” Though even Quinn, desperate to wash off the stink of prison, hadn’t been able to linger more than a half hour at his bath.

         He’d detoured back to Joshua’s town house with Jane because the Wentworth residence was yet mobbed with reporters. Even that menace would not prevent Quinn from spending the night in his own bed.

         A desultory hand of piquet ensued, one of thousands Quinn and Joshua had played when no food was to be had and no fuel was to be burned. Soldiers did likewise, whiling away the evening before battle.

         Quinn tossed down his cards twenty minutes later. Joshua was either distracted or he was letting Quinn win.

         “What did you tell my family about Jane?” Quinn asked.

         “That you had taken a bride and would be bringing her home to them. Shall I deal again?”

         A soft tap on the door nearly startled Quinn out of his chair, though he moved not at all. Prison had brought forth the reflexes that had kept him alive as a boy.

         The housekeeper, a prim article who likely regarded mud on the carpets as a sign of the end times, opened the door and stood aside so Jane could enter the room. The dress Joshua had found for her was aubergine velvet, suitable for a new widow newly remarried, also suitable for a woman in anticipation of an interesting event.

         Quinn stood. “Madam.”

         Joshua rose and bowed. “Ma’am.” His manners were a dig at Quinn. They did that for each other, kept one another alert and aware.

         She curtsyed with unhurried grace. “Mr. Wentworth, Mr. Penrose.”

         “You may be excused,” Quinn said to the housekeeper, “and please have my coach brought around.” The inevitable had been put off as long as possible, and interrogating Joshua would get Quinn nowhere.

         The housekeeper remained by the door. “Mrs. Wentworth?”

         Jane’s confusion was fleeting, showing mostly in her eyes. She was Mrs. Wentworth, until Quinn found a way to explain that she was Her Grace of Walden.

         “You are excused, Mrs. Gaunt. My thanks for your assistance.”

         Some sort of alliance had formed between the women in the space of one bath. That was good, because Jane would need allies.

         “Penrose,” Quinn said, “my thanks for your assistance as well. I’ll see you at the bank tomorrow.”

         Joshua was wearing his harmless, charming look, which meant he was up to no good. “You are newly married and newly risen from the almost-dead. Mightn’t you want to spend some time with your family before resuming your duties at the bank?”

         Jane watched this exchange with veiled curiosity.

         “I will spend the balance of the afternoon at home,” Quinn said, “and endure as much of my family’s joy as one day can hold, but then I have business to attend to.”

         The business of finding and putting period to an enemy, first and foremost.

         “I will wish you both good day,” Joshua said, “and extend my sincere felicitations on your nuptials.”

         He accompanied them to the front door, and an awkward silence ensued while Quinn waited for his coach to arrive and Jane discreetly gawked at the stormy Dutch seascapes displayed on Joshua’s walls.

         Silence had always been a friend to Quinn, assuring him his father was away from home or sleeping off another drunk in his filthy bed. Silence had remained an ally in the banking business, because customers who’d mis-stepped prattled of their stupidity when Quinn allowed a silence to last too long.

         Silence was uncomfortable now, because it was shared with Jane and Joshua and the butler hovering near the porter’s nook.

         “Will you undertake a wedding journey?” Joshua asked.

         Trying to get rid of me? “Perhaps later,” Quinn said. “My wife’s health must come before any other consideration.”

         Her health and her safety, for somebody’s scheme had been thwarted by that royal pardon, and that somebody had wanted Quinn dead. Such a person might think little of hurting Jane or her child in a second attempt at ruining Quinn.

         The coach pulled up and Quinn once again took his place beside Jane inside. To have company in the carriage was different. Quinn’s sisters had their own conveyance, while Stephen preferred traveling on horseback if he had to go any distance.

         Jane remained quiet as the coach pulled into the street.

         “Did you have anything to eat?” Quinn asked. The new Mrs. Wentworth had had a trying day, and her condition was delicate.

         “The housekeeper brought me some ginger biscuits with the tea tray. I was in heaven.”

         While Quinn had spent the past month in hell’s family parlor. “We didn’t finish discussing my siblings.” Though where to start?

         “I don’t expect them to like me,” Jane said, smoothing a hand over her velvet skirts. “We don’t have that sort of marriage. I’ll be agreeable, Mr. Wentworth. I excel at being agreeable when needs must.”

         “You sound determined on your penance.” Also surprisingly fierce. Alas, Quinn hadn’t an agreeable bone in his body.

         “You were kind to me when I was in desperate need of kindness. I’ll endure much to repay that consideration.”

         She saw the marriage as a bargain, a transaction. Quinn understood business dealings, so a commercial frame of reference ought to suffice.

         Except it didn’t. “My family might be unruly when they greet me. Loud, undignified.” Foul-mouthed, if they’d been at the brandy. Constance could swear like a sailor, though she usually exercised restraint out of deference to Duncan’s delicate sensibilities.

         Jane took Quinn’s hand. “I was loud and undignified when I saw you, also overjoyed.”

         She had hugged him as if he’d been a prodigal son lost in a hostile land during a time of famine.

         “I will not be undignified,” Quinn said. “I am disinclined to displays of passionate sentiment.” He could not engage in displays of passionate sentiment was the more accurate admission.

         “No matter,” Jane said, stifling a yawn. “In my present condition, I’m the next thing to a watering pot. I’m not half so interested in maintaining my figure as I am in maintaining my dignity, all to no avail. I’ll doubtless be sentimental enough for the both of us.”

         “Are you interested in taking a nap?”

         Jane looked unwell to him. The dark dress accentuated her pallor and her fatigue, and ginger biscuits weren’t the steak and kidney pie she ought to be eating.

         “I have become prodigiously talented at appearing awake,” Jane said. “Before I retire yet again, you will introduce me to your family, please, for they will be my family now too.”

         She alluded to some bit of scripture, a laughable source of authority in the life of Quinn Wentworth. As the coach horses clip-clopped along, Quinn turned his mind to the list of suspects he’d pursue starting first thing tomorrow.

         Joshua most likely did not belong on that list. He had an abiding respect for money, as would anybody raised in Yorkshire poverty, but more than money, Joshua Penrose had a taste for power. He liked the role of éminence grise, influencing parliamentary debates, bringing down enemies by stealth and indirection.

         Having Quinn arrested for a hanging felony was indirect but hardly stealthy. Still, Joshua bore watching.

         As did Quinn’s family.

         Quinn’s younger half-siblings had withstood Jack Wentworth’s dubious care for years before Quinn had been able to intervene. Stephen, Althea, and Constance lacked a motive to kill him, though, unless resentment qualified. Jack Wentworth was to blame for Stephen’s ill health, and God alone knew what horrors Althea and Constance had borne.

         “Are you worried?” Jane asked.

         Determined. “Like you, I am plagued by fatigue. Perhaps the relief of a pardon has that effect.” Or the weeks in Newgate, unable to sleep, unable to find quiet, unable to pursue true justice.

         “Then I’ll see that your siblings don’t keep you overlong. They must reassure themselves that you’re alive and well, but you shall be allowed your rest.”

         Jane subsided against him, not exactly a cuddle—Quinn wouldn’t know a cuddle if it pounced on him in a dark alley—but something wifely and trusting.

         How odd. Of all the people in Quinn’s life—family, business associates, employees, enemies, neighbors, and old acquaintances—Jane alone was free from suspicion.

         Perhaps that in itself ought to make Quinn cautious with her, but he could not sustain the burden of such zealous vigilance. She was expecting a child, without means, and all but a stranger to him.

         He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and steeled himself to endure his family’s welcome.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Pardoned, can you believe it?” Beatrice, Countess of Tipton, crumpled up the handbill, intent on hurling it into the dustbin, then thought better of the impulse. She would read it again, read every word, when she had privacy.

         These little announcements—a combination of obituary and lurid fiction passed out at executions—were popular with the lower orders. The printer would be sold out by sundown, and a woman of Beatrice’s station wasn’t likely to come by another copy.

         “How can so much resilience and good fortune attach itself to such an unworthy object?” she asked, pacing before the fire. “How can a man who’s earned the enmity of half the good families in the realm, a jumped-up gutter rat in fine tailoring, earn the clemency of the very king?”

         A handsome, shrewd jumped-up gutter rat. Beatrice had noticed Quinn Wentworth’s good looks too soon and seen the shrewdness too late.

         “Perhaps Wentworth’s wealth played a role?” The Hon. Ulysses Lloyd-Chapman had casually passed over the handbill, as any caller would share the gossip of the day. Ulysses was Beatrice’s favorite sort of man—handsome, idle, venal—but what did he know about her connection to Quinn Wentworth and how had he learned of it?

         “Money should have resulted in a verdict of innocence,” Beatrice retorted, “if money had been effective. Might you add some coal to the fire? The afternoon grows chilly.”

         The afternoon was no colder than most April afternoons. Beatrice simply liked giving orders, especially to men.

         Ulysses rose gracefully, prowled over to the hearth, and put half a scoop of coal on the flames. He was a blond lion of a male specimen, though in later years he might run soft about the middle. He set the scoop back on the hearth stand.

         On Beatrice’s next circuit of the room, he made an elaborate, mocking bow.

         Subtlety was a lost art. Quinn had been subtle, damn and drat him. “What are they saying in the clubs?” Beatrice asked.

         “About Wentworth?” Ulysses lounged against the piano, looking both elegant and indolent. “The usual: He has the devil’s own good luck, he’s the symbol of everything wrong with society today, where did he get his money?”

         Beatrice had some suspicions regarding that last item. She wasn’t about to share them with Ulysses.

         She patted his cravat, adding a few creases to his valet’s artistry. “If that’s all you know of the matter, then you’d best be on your way. Give your sisters my love.”

         Ulysses caught her hand in his and kissed her bare knuckles. “The Fashionable Hour approaches. By the time you’ve donned your finery, I can have my phaeton on your doorstep. The park will be full of the latest news, and Wentworth is bound to figure in several conversations.”

         They would be quiet conversations, for nobody admitted to borrowing coin from Quinn Wentworth; nobody admitted to wishing him dead either.

         Ulysses kept hold of Beatrice’s hand, stroking his thumb gently over her knuckles.

         The wretch was coming to know her too well. “Away with you. My finery is not donned in an instant.”

         He kissed her cheek, a small effrontery. “As my lady wishes.”

         Ulysses sauntered off, letting himself out of Beatrice’s personal parlor. He wasn’t Quinn Wentworth—the Creator had fashioned only one Quinn Wentworth—but then, Quinn had caused far too much trouble in the end.




OEBPS/images/aaa_online.jpg
ROGUES TO

RICE

iR

B{{l’ Set Bﬂﬂk/\? 7-3

GRACE BURROWES

D

FOREVER

NEW YORK  BOSTON





OEBPS/images/burrowes_myoneandonlyduke_mm2600ebook_online.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHO





OEBPS/images/9781538703977_cover_epub.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

GRACE
_BURROWES

GRACE
BURROWES

BOX SET BOOK(S =

ROGUES






OEBPS/images/discover_forever_publisher_logo.png
O

FOREVER





