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A week before I finished writing this book,
my seven-year-old daughter told
me I should dedicate it
“to the people helping during the pandemic.”


I know a good idea when I hear one.


For frontline workers in health care,
education, farming and food service,
shipping and delivery, and for everyone
working to keep us all healthy.
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Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens


October 1836


When the stilt-walker approached, Sesily Talbot realized someone was toying with her.


She should have noticed immediately, when she’d stepped off the boat and through the river gates of the Vauxhall Pleasure Gardens, when the dancer dressed as an enormous peacock, brilliantly colored tailfeathers spread wide as a Marylebone rowhouse, caught her on her way off the beaten path and pulled her, instead, to the dancing grounds.


“Not this path, lady,” the beautiful bird had whispered before tugging her into a wild, spinning reel. Sesily had never been one to refuse a dance, and she’d happily followed her new, feathered friend.


When the jig left her breathless and heated despite the cool October night, she’d peeled away from the entertainment and headed for somewhere quieter. Somewhere to hold her solitude. Keep her secrets.


Sesily hadn’t made it more than a minute into the darkness when the fire-eater found her, blocking the path that twisted and turned beneath a web of tightropes high above, luring revelers further into the salacious extravagance of the gardens.


Red paper lanterns glowed with delicious temptation behind the performer who blocked Sesily’s way, her face painted white like a clown’s, bright blue eyes twinkling as she drew close to her torch and set the inky black night aflame.


Sesily knew her role and didn’t hesitate to ooh and ahh, letting the fire-eater take her hand with a deep curtsy and a charming, “Not this path, lady.” She led Sesily back to the light, away from the route she’d sought.


Sesily should have noticed then, that she was a pawn.


No, not a pawn. A queen. But played, nonetheless.


She didn’t notice. And later, she would wonder at her ignorance in the moment—rare for her twenty-eight years. Rare for someone who reveled in knowing the score. Rare for someone who had made a life’s work of winning the room, spinning the spinners.


Instead, Sesily Talbot spent the next hour being spun herself.


Lured by a fortune-teller.


Entertained by a pair of mimes.


Amused by a bawdy puppet show.


And every time she tried to find a new path, one that led deeper into the gardens, away from the formal performance and toward the kind of entertainment that made for gossip and scandal and something to keep her mind from the emptiness in her chest, she was intercepted—ever waylaid from more reckless adventures.


Adventures more suited to her reputation: Sesily Talbot, walking scandal, buxom beauty, untethered heiress, and queen of recklessness, whom most of London called Sexily when they thought she wasn’t listening (as though it was a bad thing).


At twenty-eight years, Sesily was the second oldest and only unmarried daughter of wealthy, baseborn Jack Talbot, a coal miner who’d pulled himself up through the soot to win a title from the Prince Regent in a game of cards. As if that weren’t enough, the newly minted Earl of Wight set about wreaking common havoc on the aristocracy, his flamboyant wife and five dangerous daughters in tow. Daughters who’d scandalized society right up until they’d made enviable society matches: Seraphina, Sesily, Seleste, Seline, and Sophie—the Soiled S’s, named for the coal dust they’d been born into, now reigning over London as a duchess, a marchioness, a countess, and the wife of the wealthiest horse breeder in Britain.


And then there was Sesily, who’d spent a decade flouting tradition and title and rules and—the most dangerous of the daughters. Because she had no interest in the games the aristocracy played. She did not concern herself with fabricated opponents who glared at her from the opposite ends of ballrooms. She did not have the same goals as the rest of society.


Reckless Sesily.


She did not relegate herself to the shelf of spinster-hood, nor to the outer edges of Mayfair, where the aged and ruined lived out their days.


Wild Sesily.


Instead, she remained rich and titled and merry, with seemingly no interest in the opinions of those around her. Unwilling to be tamed by mother, sister, companion, or community.


Scandalous Sesily.


Censure did not take. Nor contempt. Nor disapproval. Which left the aristocracy no choice but to accept her.


Bored Sesily.


Not bored. Not that night. Boredom might have brought her to Vauxhall, but not alone. She’d have come with a friend. With a dozen of them. She’d have come for raucous entertainment and a whisper of trouble, but nothing like what she wanted that evening. Nothing like what clawed at her, making her want to seek out the worst kind of trouble. Tempt it. Scream at it.


Frustrated Sesily. Angry Sesily.


Embarrassed Sesily.


In the worst possible way. By a man. A tall, broad, green-eyed, irritating man in shirtsleeves and waistcoat and maybe a silly American-style hat that didn’t at all suit in Mayfair but was distractingly good at revealing the angle of an altogether too-square jaw. Far too square. Unrefined in the extreme.


The only man she’d ever wanted and couldn’t win.


So much for Sexily.


But she absolutely refused to suffer her disappointments in public. That was the kind of thing other people did, not Sesily.


Sesily Talbot picked herself up, painted her face, and went to Vauxhall.


Of course, if she weren’t so busy suffering that particular evening’s disappointment in private, she would have noticed that she was being watched, and maneuvered, and guided long before the stilt-walker stepped out of the shadows of the tall trees lining the path that led to the rear section of Vauxhall. The Dark Walk.


In the decade that Sesily had attended Vauxhall, the majority of visits had involved slipping the notice of parent, chaperone, sister, or friend and darting down the ever-darkening path to the place where events moved from performed to private. Away from fireworks and circus acts and hot air balloons to something more improper. Something that might be considered sordid.


In all those years, she’d never once seen a performer this far along the path. This deep into the darkness.


Certainly not as the clock neared midnight on the last week of the Vauxhall season, when the lateness of the hour did nothing to lessen the number of people in the gardens, and performers should be occupied with entertaining throngs of revelers marveling at the sheer, lush temptation of the place.


And yet, there’d been a dancer, and a fire-eater, and now there was a stilt-walker, with her enormous wig and her extreme maquillage and her delighted smile and, “Not this path, lady!”


And that’s when Sesily knew.


She pulled up short, tilting to look up at the performer high above her, somehow, impossibly, dressed in massive, magnificent skirts—skirts that would threaten to fell a perfectly ordinary woman on her own two feet. “Not any path tonight, though, is it?”


A big laugh, made bigger as it rained down upon Sesily in the darkness, carried on the cool autumn breeze and punctuated by the bright fireworks that had begun in another part of the gardens, summoning the masses to marvel at them.


Sesily was not interested in the sky. “Or is there a different path for me tonight?”


The laugh became a knowing smile, and the stilt-walker turned away. There was no question that Sesily would follow, suddenly imagining herself an arrow loosed from a bow, away from the target she’d chosen, and instead, aimed for somewhere else. Something else.


And though anger and frustration and that thing she would not ever admit to feeling still burned hot in her breast, Sesily could not help her own smile.


She was no longer bored.


Not as she followed the giantess through the trees to a light in the distance that flickered and glowed brighter and brighter, until they came upon a clearing where Sesily had never been before. There, on a raised platform, stood a magician, and one with no small amount of skill, considering the way she defied the fireworks in the sky and held the rapt attention of the audience clustered tightly around her as she levitated a hound before their eyes.


The magician’s gaze found the stilt-walker and slid instantly to Sesily, not a flicker of surprise in her eyes as she completed the trick and released the hound with a wave of her hand and a bit of dried meat.


Wild applause exploded through the clearing as she took her bow, deep and grateful, honoring the truth of all artists—that they were nothing without audience.


The audience returned to the evening, their rush to find another spectacle more urgent than usual—driven by the knowledge that they had scant hours before the gardens closed for the season.


Within moments, Sesily was alone in the clearing with the magician and her hound, the stilt-walker somehow disappeared into the night.


“My lady,” the magician said, her easy Italian accent filling the space between them, the honorific clear as the night sky. She knew who Sesily was. She’d been waiting for her, just as they all had that evening. “Welcome.”


Sesily approached, curiosity consuming her. “I see now that I’ve not been making the night difficult; you’ve been holding me at bay. Until you had time for me.”


“Until we could give you the time you deserved, my lady.” The magician bowed, extravagant and low, collecting a small, gilded box from the ground and setting it at the center of the table between them.


Sesily smiled, looking to the dog at the magician’s feet. “I was very impressed with your performance. I don’t suppose you’ll tell me how the illusion works?”


The woman’s gold-green eyes glittered in the lanternlight. “Magic.”


She was younger than Sesily had first believed, a dark hood having hidden what she now recognized as a pretty, fresh face—the kind that most definitely turned heads.


As someone who prided herself on her own ability to turn heads, Sesily admired the woman’s unique beauty.


Of course, she hadn’t been able to turn the only head she’d ever really cared to turn.


She’d so failed to turn that head, it was on a boat to Boston that very moment.


She pushed the thought out of her mind. “You had them all enraptured.”


“The world enjoys a spectacle,” the magician replied.


“And in the spectacle, they fail to see the truth.” Sesily knew that better than most.


“Therein lies the business,” the woman said, opening the box, a collection of silver rings winking at her. “Shall I show you another trick?”


“Of course,” Sesily replied, flashing a bright smile to hide the immediate pounding of her heart. Earlier that day, she’d felt herself on a precipice, at one of the rare moments in life when a body knew there would be a before and an after.


But that had been a feeling in her heart. One that would wane. Quiet. Until the moment would fade and she’d struggle to remember the details.


That had been emotion.


This … this was in her head.


This was truth.


She did not hesitate, putting her hand into the empty box, her fingers brushing across the firm, smooth oak within. Extracting her hand, she said, “Empty.”


The woman’s brows lifted in a charming flirt and she closed the wood top with a firm snap, then passed a hand over the top before opening it again. “Are you certain?”


Delighted and curious, Sesily reached inside, her breath catching as she removed the small silver oval inside. Turning the portrait over in her hands, she tilted it to the light.


Surprise came. “It’s me.”


The magician inclined her head. “So you know it was meant for you.”


The interception. The machination. The maneuvering. The way her path had been charted that evening. Her fingers tightened on the little portrait, the silver frame biting into her skin.


But why?


As though she heard the question, the magician passed another wave over the empty box. Tilted it toward her. Sesily reached inside, heart in her throat, breath coming fast.


Here, now, everything was to change.


At first, she thought it was empty again, her fingertips stroking over the smooth wood, seeking. Finding.


She extracted a small ecru card. Held it to the light.


An ornate bell inked on one side, a Mayfair address in the lower left corner.


She flipped it over, the strong, sure script searing through her.




Not this path, Sesily.


We’ve a better one.


Come and see me.


Duchess
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South Audley Street, Mayfair


The London Home of the Duchess of Trevescan


Two Years Later


It’s as though one is watching a carriage accident.”


Lady Sesily Talbot stood behind the refreshment table at the Duchess of Trevescan’s autumn ball, contemplating the teeming mass of aristocrats and happily commentating for her friend and hostess. Indeed, Sesily had trouble looking away from the throngs of frocks—each one unique and dreadful in its own way.


It was 1838, and while ladies of the aristocracy had at long last been blessed with unabashedly plunging necklines and tight, boned bodices—two of Sesily’s favorite things—anyone in a dress was simultaneously cursed with lace and frippery and haberdashery, brightly colored ribbons and flowers piled high, like a tiered cake at court.


Sesily nodded toward an unfortunate debutante lost in a sea of patterned grenadine gauze. “That one looks as though she’s been upholstered in my mother’s bedchamber curtains.” She tutted her disapproval. “I take it back. It is not one carriage accident. It is a ballroom full of them. History will surely judge us harshly for these fashions.”


“Would we say fashions?” At her right elbow, the Duchess of Trevescan, Mayfair’s most beloved hostess—though not a single member of the aristocracy would ever admit it—brushed an invisible speck from her stunning, fitted sapphire bodice (fully lacking in frippery), pursed her boldly stained lips, and surveyed the crush of people with a discerning eye.


“The only explanation is that the new queen loathes her sex. Else why would she choose to make these the styles of the day? The goal is clearly to make us all look atrocious. Look at that one.” Sesily pointed to a particularly unfortunate bonnet—an oversized oval creation that encircled a young woman’s face in an effect that could only be described as clamlike, complete with layers and layers of pink lace and feathers. “It’s as though she’s being reborn.”


The duchess coughed, sputtering her champagne. “Good God, Sesily.”


Sesily looked to her, the portrait of innocence. “Show me the untruth.” When the duchess could do no such thing, Sesily added, “I’m going to have my modiste send that poor thing something that makes her look gorgeous. Along with an invitation for a bonnet burning.”


A chuckle, followed by, “Her mother will never allow you near her.”


That much was true. Sesily had never been beloved by aristocratic mothers, and not only because she refused to wear the fashions of the season. Her beautiful mauve silk aside, Sesily was universally terrifying to the aristocracy for additional, hopefully much more unsettling reasons.


Yes, she was the daughter of a coal miner turned earl and a fairly crass and somewhat difficult woman who’d never found welcome in London society. But that wasn’t it, either. No, Sesily’s particular fearsomeness came with being thirty years old, unmarried, rich, and a woman. And worse, all those things without shame. She had never taken herself up to a high shelf to live out her days. She hadn’t even taken herself off to the country. Instead, she took herself to balls. In low-cut, boned silks that looked decidedly unlike pastry. Without bonnets made for either debutantes or spinsters.


And that made her the most dangerous of all the Dangerous Daughters of the Earl of Wight.


What an irony that was, as Queen Victoria sat upon her throne not a half mile from Mayfair, all while the aristocracy trembled in fear of women who refused to be packed up and sent away when they grew too old, refused to marry, or showed no interest in the rules and regulations of the titled world.


And Sesily had no interest in the proper, prescribed universe of the aristocracy. Not when there was so much of the rest of the world to live in. To change.


Perhaps, years ago, when she and her sisters had arrived in London with soot in their hair and the North Country in their accent, she might have been able to be shamed. But years of scornful looks and cutting remarks had taught Sesily that society’s judgment either snuffed the light from its brightest stars or made it burn brighter …


And she’d made her choice.


Which was why the Duchess of Trevescan had summoned her here, to South Audley Street, two years earlier, and offered Sesily something more than a pressed silk frock and a perfect coiffure. Oh, Sesily still had those things—she knew armor when she saw it—but when she donned that dress, it was as likely that she was headed to a dark corner of Covent Garden as it was that she was headed to a glittering ballroom in Mayfair.


It was in the dark corners, after all, that Sesily made her mark, alongside a team of other women she’d soon counted as friends, brought together by the duchess.


Married too young to a hermit duke who preferred the isolation of his estate in the Scilly Isles, the Duchess of Trevescan refused to while away her youth in similar isolation, and instead chose to live in town, in one of London’s most extravagant homes. As for what she did there, what the duke did not know would not hurt him, she liked to say.


What the duke did not know, the rest of London did, however … When it came to scandal, the woman referred to simply as The Duchess outranked them all.


The promise of scandal brought London’s finest to the duchess’s parties. They adored the way she wielded her title and offered the illusion of propriety, the promise of gossip to be whispered about the following morning, and the hope that those in attendance might be able to claim proximity to scandal … humanity’s most valued currency.


But valuing scandal did not mean mothers liked their daughters too close to those who caused it, and so Sesily would never have the chance to burn the bonnets of the battalion of debutantes twirling through the massive gilded ballroom.


“It’s a pity, that,” she said to her friend. “But never fear. I shall send the gift anonymously. I shall be fairy godmother to the hideous fashion plates of 1838, whether or not their mothers have me round to tea.”


“You’ve your work cut out for you; every fashion plate of 1838 is hideous.”


“Then it is lucky I am rich. And idle.”


“Not so idle tonight,” came the soft reply, and Sesily’s gaze was instantly across the room, where a blond head stood above the rest of the revelers. No bonnet, but deserving destruction nonetheless.


“How long before the message is delivered?” Sesily asked.


The duchess sipped at her champagne, pointedly avoiding Sesily’s focus. “Not long now. My staff knows its business. Patience, friend.”


Sesily nodded, ignoring the tightening in her chest—the excitement. The adventure. The promise of success. The thrill of justice. “It is the least of my virtues.”


“Really?” the duchess retorted. “I would have thought that was chastity.”


“I confess.” Sesily cut her friend a wry smile. “I’m better with vices.”


“Good evening, Duchess, Lady Sesily.” The greeting came from behind them, on the meek, barely heard voice of Miss Adelaide Frampton, shy, retiring queen of wallflowers, who was followed by pitying whispers. An ugly duckling who never became a swan, poor thing.


While Mayfair’s whispers would wound another, that particular perception suited Adelaide down to the ground, allowing her to go unnoticed in society, few noticing the way her warm brown eyes remained ever watchful behind thick spectacles, even as she disappeared in a crowd.


Even fewer noticing that in disappearing, she saw everything.


“Miss Frampton,” the duchess said, “I take it all is well?”


“Quite,” Adelaide said, the words barely there in the cool breeze that blew in from the large open windows behind them. “Terribly warm in here, don’t you think?”


Sesily reached for the silver ladle in the enormous crystal punch bowl, swirling it round and round as she gathered the courage to pour herself a cup of the tepid orange punch within. “This looks gruesome.”


“Events welcoming young ladies require ratafia,” the duchess replied.


“Mmm. Well, as I haven’t been a young lady requiring ratafia in …” Sesily paused. “You know, I’m not sure I’ve ever required ratafia.”


“Born able to hold your liquor?”


Sesily smiled at her friend. “Like finds like, one might say.”


The duchess sighed, the sound full of boredom. “There’s a footman somewhere with champagne.” Of course there was. Champagne flowed like water at Trevescan House.


“I must say, Lady Sesily,” Adelaide interjected, “it is quite warm.”


“I see,” Sesily replied, her gaze tracking the crowd, noting that the blond head she’d been watching before was now closer to the doors leading into the dark gardens beyond.


There was no time for champagne. The missive to the Earl of Totting had been received.


Sesily poured a glass of the unpleasant-looking punch. Before she could return the ladle to the bowl, however, a newcomer jostled her arm, sloshing an orange blossom right over the rim of her glass and onto the brilliant white tablecloth.


“Oh no! Let me help with that, Lady Sesily.”


Lady Imogen Loveless extracted a handkerchief from her reticule, or at least attempted to. She had to dig, first haphazardly displacing a pencil and a slip of paper onto the table next to the punch bowl, dropping a small shell-shaped box with a gold clasp to the plush carpet below—“Only smelling salts,” she rushed to explain. “Don’t worry—they’ll keep!”


Sesily turned raised brows to the duchess, who watched Imogen’s hurried movements with equal parts amusement and amazement—the latter winning out when Imogen pulled three hairpins from her bag. She seemed to know she shouldn’t put those on the table, however, and instead shoved them directly into her disheveled coiffure, wild and precarious as it was. Then, she extracted the handkerchief, brandishing it in triumph. It was wrinkled and embroidered in a wild riot of extremely crooked stitches in the vague shape of a bell. Sesily had never seen anything so well matched to its owner.


She set her punch down on the table and accepted the fabric with a smile. “Thank you, Imogen.”


“Don’t stare, my dears.” This from an elderly doyenne on the far side of the table, flanked by two hideously-frocked, pale-faced young ingenues, who had apparently never witnessed quite this flavor of chaos.


“Oh dear,” Imogen said, her wide-eyed gaze falling to one of the girls. “Truly that bonnet is …” She trailed off, then said, “Awesome.”


Adelaide gave a tiny, barely-there snort of amusement, and Sesily feigned deep interest in her glass.


“I particularly like the …” Imogen searched for a word, moving her hand in a large oval in front of her own face. “… ornamentation.”


The girl’s grandmother harrumphed.


“Lady Beaufetheringstone,” the duchess said, leaning over Sesily’s arm toward the punch bowl. “May I serve you and your—”


“Granddaughters,” the lady barked. “That would be fine, Duchess, as we should like to be on our way.” She lowered her voice to a still very audible whisper and said to the young ladies, “Obviously, I wouldn’t like you two to be painted with this company.”


Sesily refrained from pointing out that the poor pale girls could do with some color. Instead, she cleaned her sticky hand and stared directly at the older woman until the trio scurried off, no doubt to whisper about the unfortunate souls lurking at the refreshment table.


“Do try not to cause trouble,” the duchess said under her breath.


“I would never,” Sesily replied, casually. “I was merely resolving to begin my fairy godmothering with those two girls. I shall have them round to tea.”


The duchess raised a brow. “You don’t drink tea.”


Sesily grinned. “Neither will they, when I’m done with them.”


“Sesily Talbot, be careful, or what they say about you will be true.”


Of course, it was already all true. Or, most of it. At least, most of the best bits. Which, sadly, were considered to be the worst bits to most of society. There was no accounting for taste.


Adelaide leaned back and looked to the floor between them, where Imogen’s mint green skirts were all that could be seen. “Why is Imogen beneath the table?”


The duchess sighed to the roomful of her guests. “Can you blame her with this company?”


Sesily swallowed a chuckle. “Any news, Adelaide?”


“Oh, yes,” Adelaide replied. “Your retiring room is the nicest in London, Your Grace. Very conducive to conversation.”


“Is it?” the duchess asked, as though they discussed the weather.


“Seems that Viscount Coleford is in attendance with his new bride.” Bystanders might miss the edge in Adelaide’s voice, but it was clear as crystal to her three friends.


Sesily slid a surprised look at their hostess. “Is he?”


Coleford was a monstrous bully of a man, pickled in venom and willing to take it out on anyone who drew close—as long as they were weaker than he. He had just married his third wife, forty years his junior, all of London looking the other way despite the mysterious deaths of two prior viscountesses—the first after the death of his grown son and only heir, and the second after two years of marriage without issue.


Like too many of his peers, the old viscount had been allowed to relish in his power for too long. Which was why, like so many of his peers, he was on their list.


But his was not the box that would be ticked tonight.


“Enemies close,” the duchess replied beneath her breath as she flashed a bright white smile in the direction of a couple dancing by—the publisher of several of London’s most popular newspapers and his beautiful wife, whom Sesily knew from her regular attendance at the city’s most exclusive gaming hell.


A clever addition to the evening’s play, which was about to begin.


“Seems, also, that the Earl of Totting escorted Matilda Fenwick this evening.” Adelaide pushed her spectacles up on her nose and shook her head, her red ringlets bouncing. “They say she’s to be a countess soon enough.”


Tilly Fenwick, eldest daughter to a very rich merchant on the hunt for a title, doomed to a life married to a man drunk on power, who destroyed women for sport.


Which was why the future countess had come to them.


Sesily considered the ballroom, easily finding the set of broad shoulders she’d been watching all evening. Across the room, the Earl of Totting, one of the handsomest men in all of London—who also happened to be one of the worst men in all of London—moved with slow, even grace toward the open doors.


A breeze blew in, bringing a brisk November chill with it.


“Brutal heat in here,” Adelaide said.


Sesily shivered and met her friend’s keen gaze. “I was just noticing it. Positively cloying.”


Totting drew nearer to the exit.


Imogen came out from beneath the table, brandishing the pillbox. “Found it!”


“Wonderful news,” Sesily said, pressing the handkerchief back into the other woman’s hand. “Thank you.”


Imogen shoved the handkerchief into her reticule and began to collect her dispersed items, hands flying across the table. Were anyone watching, they’d see nothing amiss, at least, nothing that was not to be expected from Imogen.


They wouldn’t see the pill she dropped into the glass of ratafia.


Nor would they think twice about Sesily lifting her madcap friend’s pencil and paper, casting a glance at the text scrawled there.




7-out


10-down





Seven minutes, then ten more.


Sesily’s brows rose at Imogen. “That’s it?”


It wasn’t much time.


Imogen blinked. “Do you know Margaret Cavendish? The author?”


“What?”


Her madcap friend smiled. “The Contract. It’s lovely. I shall make thee a meteor of the time, she writes. So poetic.”


Imogen would not know poetry if Byron himself kidnapped her in the dead of night. Sesily tilted her head, irritation coursing through her. “Yes, well, first I’m not certain that Cavendish was referring to actual speed. But more importantly, I’m supposed to—” She stopped herself, lowering her voice so no one else would hear. “In seventeen minutes?”


“I tell you, Sesily,” Imogen said. “If anyone can do it, it is you. I believe in you.”


In and out in seventeen minutes.


“Well, no one has ever said I’m not fast,” Sesily said, dryly.


A trio of snickers replied.


“A meteor of the time, you say?”


“To be honest,” Imogen said, collecting the paper and pencil, “I didn’t get much further in the book. Any more than ten minutes of reading and I’m absolutely dead asleep.”


“Terrible, that,” Adelaide commiserated.


It was an understatement. The last thing they needed was a corpse in the gardens.


But there was one thing that would be worse, for Sesily, at least. “Imogen, are you able to remember anything you read that close to bedtime?”


Imogen looked absolutely delighted when she proclaimed, “Not a bit of it! Isn’t it wonderful?”


Sesily, Adelaide, and the duchess exchanged a look. Sesily had seventeen minutes, but she’d be the only one who would remember them.


Excellent.


It was incredible that Imogen was known throughout society as an absolute lost cause. Society rarely saw the truth when it came to women.


Sesily looked toward the doors. The broad shoulders had disappeared. “Can’t suffer the heat any longer.”


On cue, Adelaide stepped around the edge of the refreshment buffet, tripped on the edge of the tablecloth, and fell to the ground, drawing a cry of surprise from Imogen, an “Oh! My dear Miss Frampton!” from the duchess, and the attention of the entire room.


As planned.


Well, almost the entire room.
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High above the ballroom, watching from the upper gallery, Caleb Calhoun took a glass of champagne from a passing footman’s tray and watched the play below. Sesily whisked her ratafia from the table and, without even a glance at the commotion her friends caused at the end of the table, slipped into the dark gardens.


He resisted the urge to follow her.


Another man would, of course. Another man who was in business with Sesily’s eldest sister, who had bought horseflesh from her brother-in-law and books from her sister, and dandled her nephew—his godson—on his knee, would feel a moral obligation to follow her into the gardens and keep her safe from whatever trouble she was courting.


This other man, this paragon of nobility, would pledge his sword to the lady.


But there was nothing noble about Caleb Calhoun.


Oh, he’d played the part, pretending not to notice the way she filled a room with her bright smile and her brazen charm and her absolutely wild beauty. Pretending not to notice the way her vividly-colored dresses pulled tight around her ample breasts and her curved waist and her hips—full of sin and promise.


Pretending not to notice her.


And still, there he was, above the rest of the revelry, noticing her, not six hours after returning to London for the first time in more than a year, during which the Atlantic had made it impossible to notice her.


It had not, however, made it impossible to think of her.


He gritted his teeth, and returned his gaze to where Miss Adelaide Frampton limped across the ballroom making a proper meal of her turned ankle—though nothing close to the meal Lady Imogen Loveless was making with her frantic waving and repetition of clear a path, please!


And a sea of London’s ostensibly best and brightest, gobbling up the spectacle.


Caleb drank deep from the glass of champagne, wishing it were something stronger. Wishing he were anywhere but here, at a silly ball hosted by a duchess, where he would never have been welcome, if not for the fact that the Duchess of Trevescan thought it was a lark to welcome rich Americans into her absent husband’s Mayfair home to scandalize society.


She hadn’t hesitated when he’d turned up without an invitation.


Thirty-five years old, Caleb had lifted himself out of poverty on the streets of Boston and become an exceedingly wealthy man. He liked to think that his success came from his being happy with what he’d been given—money and power on the western shores of the Atlantic had been enough for him. He was a king in Boston, and had no aspirations of assuming such a crown here.


For his part, Caleb knew his mere presence in a ducal home was a coup, though he alone understood just how much of one.


That, and it gave him a chance to not notice Sesily Talbot, which had been harder to do in the days when she’d leaned over his bar, helping herself to a bottle of her favorite bourbon.


Not that she did that anymore.


She rarely frequented the tavern now, he was told.


Not that he cared. He was on the other side of an ocean. She was a grown woman. Well able to take care of herself.


Not his concern.


He cursed under his breath, his attention returned to the open glass doors leading out into the dark gardens beyond.


Who was she meeting?


He placed his empty glass on a passing footman’s tray.


His teeth clenched at the thought, the muscle in his jaw already aching with the knowledge that any man lucky enough to find Sesily Talbot would not remain a gentleman.


But Caleb had known Sesily Talbot for two years, and if he knew one thing about the woman all of London called Sexily behind their waving fans and in their secret card rooms, he knew she could hold her own. She knew her power and wielded it with precision—with men and women alike. He’d never seen her in a scrape she could not avoid. Never seen her lose.


Never seen her properly matched.


He could match her.


He wouldn’t, but he could.


Still, he made for the stairs, casting a look over the crush of toffs below—recognizing a handful who liked smuggled bourbon and a few more who could throw a sound punch. Not all of them without purpose, he supposed.


Christ. He hated London. Hated the way it hung about his neck when he was here, full of the past, and his sins, and the threat that they might all be revealed if he stayed too long.


And Sesily Talbot, a temptation that made that threat all the more real.


Minutes later, he was out in the November air, hunching his shoulders against the brisk wind whipping through the fabric of his topcoat.


She hadn’t been wearing a cloak, or even a shawl, and the cold chill would be uncomfortable for her, chafing her bare skin.


Doing his best to put her bare skin out of his mind, Caleb made his way down the steps leading away from the balcony and into the dark gardens. He stilled to listen for any sound—knowing that it was unlikely she would be easily heard. Even if he could hear her, the rough wind in the leaves above made it impossible, requiring him to rely on instinct and knowledge of Sesily Talbot if he was going to have a chance at finding her.


Which wouldn’t be difficult, as Caleb had spent the last two years unwillingly consumed with all he knew about Sesily Talbot.


She’d be in the labyrinth.


And there was only one reason why a woman like Sesily entered a labyrinth on a cold November evening—she was with someone who would keep her warm.


He tensed at the thought, even as he reminded himself that Sesily’s late-night assignations had nothing to do with him … or with anyone else for that matter. Over the years, her scandals—along with those of her sisters—had graced every gossip rag in London, making her the object of public scorn and private admiration. There were equally as many homes that shunned her as there were that welcomed her with delight.


Where Sexily went, attention followed.


Even in the Trevescan labyrinth, Caleb thought with no small amount of irritation. He didn’t care to discover Sesily in the arms of her latest paramour.


He certainly had no interest in hearing the sounds of her pleasure, or seeing the flush that chased over her skin when she took that pleasure.


He relaxed the fist that had somehow formed at his side.


No interest at all.


It mattered not a bit to him whom the woman was meeting, or what she was doing deep inside this hedge maze. He should turn around, in fact.


He stepped through the magnificent arched entrance.


Dammit. He wasn’t going to turn around.


And then, to his left, down a dark path, barely seen in the faraway light of what he assumed was a torch designed to lure would-be scandal-makers to the destination of their choosing, Caleb detected movement.


Not just movement. Speed.


Sesily was headed out of the darkness, straight for him.


She didn’t notice him right away, too busy fiddling with her elaborate skirts. Once she was through with that, she tossed something into the hedgerow, the item flashing in the light of a nearby torch. The punch glass.


She came up short when she noticed his presence, her breath harsh and quick. Not excitement. Exertion.


Her hand flew to her breast, to the line of her dress—was it lower than before? Frustration tumbled through him at the recognition—at the possible activities that she’d engaged in to look so flushed.


“Caleb,” she said, quick and surprised, and he hated the ease of it on her tongue. The familiarity of it, as though she owned it. As though she owned him, even after a year apart. And then she smiled, as though they were anywhere but here. As though she was happy to see him. “What are you doing here?”


He wasn’t about to answer that. “I could ask you the same.”


“Are you surprised to find me lurking in the gardens?” she quipped, the flirt in the words pure Sesily, but tinged with urgency, as though she had somewhere to be. “Surely you’d be the only one.” She looked over her shoulder, then back at him, and smiled, wide and winning, and offering a dozen things he’d happily accept if he were a different man. If she were a different woman.


If he were a different man, however, Caleb might have missed the flash of emotion that preceded the sultry seduction, the delight, and the wild promise of fun.


He would have missed the fear.


He was on alert, looking past her into the darkness, hoping his casual tone masked his instant anger. “Short tryst.”


She ignored the observation, all hint of nerves missing from the words, even if she moved toward him, making to pass him in the aisle of the maze. “Were you inside?”


“Is there another option?”


“With you, just returned?” She paused. “Surely it’s possible you were so destroyed by our time apart that you bypassed the party altogether and came straight to find me.”


He pressed his lips together, ignoring the way the words thrummed through him. “Lingering in the darkness in the wild hope that you might turn up?”


“I’m very good at turning up for trouble.”


“I don’t think I’m the trouble you turned up for tonight.”


“And thus, my girlish dreams are dashed.” She extracted a watch from the reticule, checked it in the light from the ballroom beyond, and then made to pass him. “Are you for your own tryst?” She tutted her disappointment. “I shall endeavor to keep my heart from breaking.”


He ignored the tease and moved into her path, forcing her to pull up short. “Who were you with?”


“Why Mr. Calhoun,” she said, feigning shock. “A gentleman would never ask such a thing.”


“I never claimed to be a gentleman.”


She made a show of assessing him, her heated gaze sending fire straight through him. “And yet, I have never seen proof otherwise.”


“Sesily …” He growled a warning.


“So sorry, American, but I’m short on time.”


He turned as she passed him and headed for the arched entrance to the maze. “Somewhere to be?”


“Somewhere not to be, as a matter of fact,” she replied, increasing her pace, heading for the gleaming lights of the ballroom beyond.


He followed, easily catching up. “What were you doing in there?”


She did not slow, even as she cast him a full, practiced smile that would have dazzled a lesser human. “A lady must be allowed her secrets.”


He was meant to think that she’d been trysting in the darkness. And others might. But he’d seen the truth in her eyes. She didn’t want anyone knowing what she’d been doing in that labyrinth.


Which meant that Caleb was going to have to find out.


“Fair enough.” He stopped and turned on his heel, aiming for the maze once more.


“No!” She squeaked, looking down at the watch in her hand again.


He looked, too. “What are you worried about missing?”


“On the contrary,” she said, glancing toward the maze. “I’m worried that I won’t miss it.”


“Sesily.”


There was just enough wash of golden light from the ballroom for him to see her, to really see her. He bit back a frustrated curse at the way his chest tightened. No matter what he had hoped, a year away had done nothing to stop his reaction to this woman. And truly, it should not be such a surprise. Because Sesily Talbot had been sculpted by angels. Smooth golden skin, dark hair gleaming like the night sky, and a full, beautiful face that threatened to lay a body low even now, as she pursed her lips and considered her next move.


He nearly turned on his heel and made for Southampton again—back to Boston. At least with an ocean between them he couldn’t be tempted by her.


Lie.


He was saved from having to linger on the thought when he heard the sound behind them. Movement in the labyrinth. It would be impossible not to hear it, as it did not sound graceful or mincing or delicate or clandestine. It sounded like someone had loosed a large animal inside. A bull or an ox—something that lumbered.


And groaned.


He looked to her. “What did you do?”


“What makes you think I have anything to do with it?” Later, he would be impressed by her lack of hesitation. By the way she grabbed his hand, as though it was the most ordinary thing in the world, and yanked him into the darkness beneath the nearest tree.


“Does my sister know you’ve returned?” The question was perfectly ordinary, as though they were inside the ballroom at the refreshment table where her friends no doubt continued to wreak havoc.


“She does. I went to the Sparrow first.” The Singing Sparrow, the Covent Garden tavern jointly owned by Caleb and Sesily’s eldest sister, Seraphina Bevingstoke, Duchess of Haven.


“And me, always the last to know,” she said, quietly, pivoting to push him back to the trunk.


Later, he would take himself to task for not resisting. For not even lasting twenty-four hours in this godforsaken country before he failed to resist.


But how was he supposed to resist Sesily Talbot as she pressed herself to him, her hands sliding up over his chest, her fingers finding purchase in his hair? He was only human, after all.


“I was not aware that I was to apprise you of my comings and goings.” One of his arms wrapped around her waist, pulling her tight to him. Only to make sure they kept their balance.


Not for anything else. Not because he wanted her there.


“Why start now?” she said, the question punctuated by another groan from the maze, and she moved impossibly closer to him, aligning their bodies in a way that made him think violent thoughts about fabric. “I swore I’d never do this,” she said, her fingers clenching in his hair, tugging his face down toward her.


He meant to resist. “Do what?”


“Kiss you,” she said, and for a moment the matter-of-fact words sizzled through him.


He meant to stop her.


Except there was no stopping Sesily Talbot.


She continued in a low whisper, more to herself than to him, it seemed, even as she rose on her toes, the movement sending his hand sliding over the stunning swell of her bottom. “You don’t deserve it.”


Why in hell not?


He absolutely didn’t deserve it. But he still wanted to know why she thought he didn’t. She had no reason to think such a thing.


“Unfortunately … circumstances dictate …”


No. He wasn’t going to kiss her. That way lay madness. It did not matter the feel of her bottom or the swell of her breasts or the way her lips curved like promise or the fact that she’d never met a scandal she didn’t like.


It mattered that she was sister to his business partner and the closest thing he had to a friend. It mattered that she was an English lady. That she was daughter to an earl. Sister-in-law to four of the richest men in Britain, three of whom held venerable titles.


It mattered that she was a goddamn hurricane.


Hang on … unfortunately?


“What circumstances?”


The animal in the labyrinth cursed, angry and pained. Caleb made to look, but she was there, her fingers at the curve of his jaw, tilting him back to her.


She was right there. A breath away.


Shit. He wasn’t going to kiss her.


He was almost sure of it.


And he didn’t. She kissed him first.


But then it didn’t matter who’d kissed whom, because the only thing that mattered was Sesily’s full, soft lips on his, hot and sweet and perfect, and how was he to deny himself? She was right there, in his arms like a gift that he did not deserve. A gift he could not accept.


But he wasn’t a fool. He’d open it. Look at it. Taste it.


Just for a moment.


And then he’d do what was right.


Her lips softened, opening on a little sigh, and he did taste then, his tongue sliding against hers as she pressed herself closer. She was delicious. The sounds of her. The sight of her. The feel of her. And he didn’t want to stop, because he could not remember the last time that he’d felt like this.


Like everything was right.


Of course, nothing was right.


“Oy!”


She broke the kiss at the sound, loud and affronted and near enough to distract Caleb from his newfound goal—to kiss Sesily Talbot again. Immediately. But in order to do that, he required solitude, which meant responding to the man who’d stumbled out of the labyrinth, hand to his head as though he had a banger of a headache.


Before he could turn his head, Sesily whispered, “Don’t give him any reason to stop.”


She didn’t want to be seen.


Curiosity flared, but he knew better than to press her. Instead, he pulled her tight against him, turning just enough to ensure she was hidden in the shadows. “What happened?”


She shook her head.


Whatever it was, she needed his help.


“Alright,” he whispered, looking over the top of her head at the man headed back to the ballroom.


“Is that you, Calhoun?” the man slurred. “I thought you’d decided to stay on your side of the pond. Bad luck for us, I suppose.” Lewdness slid into the snide words. “Does that girl’s family know she’s climbed down into the American muck?”


Caleb turned to stone, recognition flaring.


Jared, Earl of Totting, was a bastard through and through. Rich and entitled, with enough size behind him to make him dangerous when he chose to terrorize. And he did. He’d been banned from Caleb’s tavern almost as soon as they’d opened for business; the earl was the kind of man who never left a pub without starting a brawl, and that was on his good nights. His bad ones were why half the brothels in Covent Garden wouldn’t see him through the door.


And Sesily had been in the maze with him.


Caleb didn’t like that. In fact, he was about to show this rich, entitled horse’s ass just how little he liked it.


Sesily’s fingers tightened on his forearm, now steeled for battle. “Caleb,” she whispered, his name soft as silk on her lips. “Please.”


He might not have listened.


He might have ignored the plea and the warning, and allowed his misguided sense of honor to put the bastard into the ground. But at that precise moment, the earl stepped from darkness into the pool of golden light that spilled from the wall of windows that lined the outer edge of the Trevescan ballroom … giving Caleb a clear look at his face.


And the proof that whatever he could do to Totting was nothing compared to what Sesily had done.


Caleb looked down at her, careful not to let his shock into his eyes.


“Please,” she said, her fingers tight like a vise on him. The word barely sound. He heard the rest like she’d shouted it. Don’t say anything.


He couldn’t quite agree to that bit. Instead, he offered the earl his broadest American devil-absolutely-don’t-care grin, and said, “Enjoy your evening, Totting.”


The earl told him exactly what he thought Caleb could do with the pleasantry, and listed his way back toward the ballroom.


Once the man was out of earshot, Caleb leaned down, close enough to feel the heat of her. To delight in the scent of her—like sugared almonds. But he wasn’t about to dwell on either of those things.


He was too busy being shocked. “You’re going to tell me everything,” he whispered, low in her ear. “As payment for keeping your secret.”


She turned to face him, the warm golden light diffused to silver on her face. “I think we both know that’s not going to happen,” she said. “Besides, I let you kiss me, and that should be payment enough …”


“You kissed me.”


She gave him a little half smile. “Are you sure?”


“Sesily, what in hell are you up to?”


She was back to playing games. “What makes you think I had anything to do with it?”


“Because you’re rich and beautiful, with the freedom that comes with both of those.”


“You think I’m beautiful?” she asked, as though everything was perfectly normal.


“I think you’re fucking fearless, which makes you incredibly dangerous.”


She peered around him, watching as the unsuspecting earl climbed the steps to return to the ballroom. “Dangerous to whom?” she asked, casually, as though they were anywhere but here.


To me. Caleb swallowed the response. “To yourself.”


She cut him a quick look, then returned her attention to the earl. “Nonsense. I did exactly what any good girl should do when she gets herself into trouble.”


“And what’s that?”


She smiled. “I found a proper hero to protect me.”


She wasn’t just dangerous. She fairly guaranteed his demise. “Christ, Sesily. You think he won’t come looking for you when he—”


“He won’t remember anything about the last seventeen minutes,” she whispered, waving a hand to silence him. “Look.”


Her face was turned fully to the ballroom now, her pure, unabashed excitement undeniable in the candlelight.


“It’s happening,” she said, quietly, as Caleb followed her gaze as Totting pushed back into the crush of people. “Watch.”


Within seconds, fans began fluttering, attention turning to Totting from all over the room. Then the whispers started—heads bowed in serious conversation around the room. And then … the laughter.


The pointing.


The evisceration.


And Totting, the arrogant sot, had no idea that the attention was directed toward him. He was so confused that he even turned around at one point, seeking the person who was surely behind him.


That’s when Caleb saw Sesily’s work in full, glorious, horrifying light.


There, across the earl’s broad forehead, in dark, indelible ink, the lettering impeccable, was a single word.


ROTTER.


Six letters, and nothing that London didn’t already know. Nothing London did not turn from, averting its collective gaze, because money and name and privilege made for unbeatable, undeniable power when it came to titled men.


But that evening, Sesily beat it. Sesily denied it.


And gave permission to the rest of the aristocracy to do the same.


He looked back at her. Saw the emotion on her face. Felt it in his own chest—not that he’d ever admit it. Pride.


“Sesily Talbot, you court trouble.”


“You disappoint me, Mr. Calhoun,” she said, the words distracted as she watched the play unfold on the stunning stage laid out before them. “I would have thought that after what you’d witnessed tonight, you’d know that I’ve no need to court trouble.”


He should leave her there. Leave her in the darkness to find her way back inside, or back home, or wherever it was Valkyries went to when they were done with their battles.


He should walk away from that woman who had been a danger to him from the moment he met her.


He certainly shouldn’t ask her, “And why is that?”


But he did, and then he watched her full, red lips curve before she turned to reply, the pure, unadulterated satisfaction in her eyes a punch to the gut. “Haven’t you noticed, American? I am trouble.”
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The Place


Covent Garden


Three Nights Later


There weren’t many locations in London where a known scandal could drink and socialize unnoticed, but The Place, tucked deep in Covent Garden and accessible only to those who knew the tangled web of streets between Bedford Street and St. Martin’s Lane, was one of them.


Which made the pub Sesily’s favorite haunt.


Yes, there were several casinos that received women (one that was women-exclusive), a handful of pubs where women were protected (including the one owned by her sister), and 72 Shelton Street—a ladies’ club that threw some of London’s best parties and specialized in women’s pleasure of all kinds. While discretion was guaranteed at every one of those places, however, those who frequented them were often there to be seen. In the rare instance that they weren’t looking to be recognized, no one could escape it—and recognition made things complicated.


Doubly so when you might be overheard discussing the destruction of society’s worst.


The Place wasn’t for being seen. It was for living. For drinking and dancing and laughing and being welcomed without hesitation.


The kind of place that felt like home to someone who spent her days under the stern censure of society. The kind of place that would tell society precisely what it could do with its censure … if only society could find it. Which it couldn’t.


The perfect haunt for four women who made it their work to bend the rules society and the world insisted they follow, and who did all in support of anyone who wished to do the same.


No one at the place cared that Sesily was a scandal, or that Adelaide was a wallflower, or that Imogen was odd, or that the duchess lived her life as though she’d never been married in the first place. And because of that, the foursome made it their haunt.


“I heard from Miss Fenwick this morning,” the Duchess of Trevescan said as Sesily slid into the chair next to her at the table in a back rear corner of the large central room of the pub—one of the only spots in The Place that wasn’t aglow with lamplight refracted through brightly colored glass and filled with a riot of laughter and good-natured shouts and raucous music that would soon tempt half those assembled to dancing.


“Happy with our work, I hope?” Sesily said, blowing quick kisses across the table to Imogen and Adelaide. She smiled up at the barman who appeared at her elbow. “Good evening, Geoffrey.”


“Whiskey tonight, luv?” He winked and Sesily imagined for a moment that she might find him handsome in another place, at another time.


Four nights ago. A year ago. Two.


She nodded. “I’m a crashing bore, I know.”


“Impossible,” he replied, and was off to fetch her drink.


Adelaide blinked from behind her enormous spectacles. “How is it that we waited three quarters of an hour to be noticed, and you arrive at the height of the evening and receive attention in mere seconds?”


“My ineffable charm,” Sesily said with a grin as she reached across the table and snatched a roasted carrot from Adelaide’s plate.


“That, and half of London wants to swiv you,” Imogen pointed out.


“Only half?” Sesily retorted, removing her cloak. “You wound me.”


“With that dress, perhaps more than half.”


Sesily looked down at the wine red silk, brand new and cut low and tight enough to display ample breasts. When she stood, it would flatter every swell and curve. As well it should. It had cost a small fortune.


“You’re damned right more than half,” she quipped. She looked excellent.


Imogen snorted, Adelaide shook her head with a laugh and returned her attention to her gossip rag, and the duchess drank her champagne as though she were at court, which Sesily imagined she was. In the two years Sesily had worked alongside her, the duchess had used her wide-reaching influence to solve scores of what she referred to simply as problems—many for the women in this room.


Brutal husbands with heavy hands, fathers and brothers who treated daughters and sisters like chattel, business owners who mistreated their employees, brothel owners who didn’t respect their girls’ work, men who didn’t take kindly to the word no.


Memory flashed—a long ago meeting at Trevescan House, when the duchess had invited Sesily to join her. Proposing a new kind of partnership. One for which Sesily was uniquely qualified. The reckless scandal, who was never taken seriously, and so could move about in full view of the wide world.


Sesily could still feel the way her heart had pounded at the offer—to be part of something bigger than herself.


To trod a new path that had led her here. To this table, three days after she’d given Tilly Fenwick freedom from a marriage that would have destroyed her … or worse.
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