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Kit’s Charge

Who o’er yonder battlement, when enemy drums did pound,

Did shout the name of Britain, and vow to stand his ground;

Who for sake of Queen and Country, pressed forward unafraid,

As through the hills of Bekhole, he led the fateful raid—

What courage lifted him through that dark and bloody vale!

What brave emboldened heart, where ordinary man must pale!

Nary a flinch or falter, nor thought of turning back—

“Onward,” he commanded, “to the ridge; attack!”

For him alone does England, which tenderly forged his mettle,

Await the end of battle, and the dreadful smoke to settle.

We pray God his soul to keep, his awful duty to acquit,

For our nation’s pride rests soundly on our brave and noble Kit.

His mother’s face so tearful, his father’s lit with pride—

These visions linger with him at every desperate stride.

Our grateful praise and adulation, our applause so proudly won—

He hears nothing but the cannon, until the bloody war is done.

Together will we gather, on that destined glorious day,

To welcome home our hero, with garlands bright and gay

And cry out the name that rings in every patriot’s soul:

Major John Christian Stratton, Hero of Bekhole!


PROLOGUE
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London, March 1882

She was stuck between two buildings and she was going to die.

It took Lily a minute to reach this conclusion. How quickly a night went downhill! She’d not been prepared to do a job tonight. Uncle had assigned it to Fiona days ago. But then Fee had taken sick. Don’t worry, Lily had told her. I’ll do the job. Sisters looked out for each other, didn’t they? You just rest now.

But overnight, Fee had grown feverish and weak. Barely able to explain the job. Look in the drawer under the till, she’d said. He never keeps it locked.

Lily had found the deed just where Fiona had told her, beneath the till in the unlocked drawer. But Fee hadn’t warned her of the guards. They’d come barreling out of the back room and fired without a warning. Pigs! Decent men offered a girl the chance to surrender before they shot her.

You’re all right. Just a flesh wound. So Uncle Nick would say. But the gunshot had deafened her, and it burned like the dickens. Disoriented, in pain, Lily had taken off running. No chance of sticking to the plan. She’d ducked down an alley she’d never used before.

Turned out this alley wasn’t an alley, after all—only the space between two buildings that had pulled apart over time. The passage had kept narrowing, damp walls hugging tighter and tighter . . . until they pinned her.

She took a deep breath and tried to jam herself forward.

No luck.

This couldn’t be happening. Tonight of all nights, she had to get free. Fee was bad off. Surgeon said it was an organ gone rotten. He meant to operate. Lily needed to be there, holding her sister’s hand, not stuck in this bloody alley!

God, why was it so dark? The eaves above blocked out the stars. The cold damp air reeked of rot.

Fee didn’t like doctors. She needed Lily there when the surgeon made his cut.

On a great agonizing effort, Lily pressed forward. The ringing in her ears was fading now. She heard her own wheeze, and voices from the street she’d fled. One of the guards.“I tell you, I saw her go in there,” he said.

“Between the bleeding buildings? Ain’t space enough for a rat.”

“She squeezed in.”

“Then she’ll rot in there.”

No, no, no. If only there were a bit of light! These buildings pressed tighter than a coffin—

Stay calm. She focused on the pain, her arm burning like live coal.

Fee felt worse, though. She’d looked so bad, earlier. Yellow-faced, muttering nonsense. Lily had tried to calm her. She’d recited that poem Fee loved, about the war hero. It chanted through her mind now, singsong:

What courage lifted him through that dark and bloody vale!

What brave emboldened heart, where ordinary man must pale!

She could do this. Clenching her jaw, she fought for another step. Like stone jaws, the walls clamped around her.

Oh, God. She swallowed the taste of blood. Fee, forgive me. She couldn’t go farther.

“Lily.”

She was so tired. If only she could lie down. But the press of the buildings wouldn’t let her sit.

“Damn it, you stupid girl! Make a noise!”

“Uncle . . . ?”

“Yes. That’s it. Follow my voice, now.”

She squinted into the blackness. Uncle Nick’s voice came from ahead, the far side. But the passage narrowed to a pin’s width, first. She would never fit through. “I’m stuck.”

“Then unstick yourself.”

“Can’t!”

“I say you can.”

He was always bossing her. It was his fault she was stuck, didn’t he see that? Fiona had told him they were done with thieving. Fee had grand plans; had found them both places at a typing school, with ambitions to go higher. They could be decent ladies, she’d told Lily. Earn a living as honest girls did.

But Nick wouldn’t permit that. You’ve got a duty to your family, he’d said. Do what you like, but as long as you’re under my roof, you’ll earn your keep here.

“Come on, then, Lily.” Nick crooned the words, like she was a stubborn baby. “Only another few steps.”

This was his fault. “You happy now?” She panted the words. “Got your . . . deed. You’ll have to . . . pull it out . . . with a hook.” Along with her. “I’m done for.”

“Move.” His voice got hard. “Make yourself. Push.”

The crush of the walls—she couldn’t bear it. In the dark, seeing nothing, not even stars . . . only rats died this way.

We deserve better, Fee had said. An honest life, free of fear.

“The surgery’s done, Lily. But Fee’s bad off still. She needs you now.”

God above! Tears salted her mouth. “I can’t!” Her voice sounded strange. Shrill and wheezy. “Help me!”

She heard a grunt. Nick was coming for her. Hope revived. Her uncle was bossy, sometimes cruel—but he’d never leave her to die here. She was family, after all. He’d get her out. She reached out a hand, praying fervently—only let his hand reach her; only let her feel his grip—

Her fist closed on empty air.

He spoke calmly. “All right, it’s tight.” She heard her death in those words. “But you’re small. What’s stopping you?”

What wasn’t? “My shoulders—”

“Shoulders come out of their sockets,” he said flatly. “Push forward. We’ll set it after.”

For a moment she didn’t understand.

“Break your fucking shoulder,” he bit out. “Do it, Lily! Or I will haul you out with a hook. Is that what you’d prefer?”

“I hate you,” she whispered. If it weren’t for him, for the job he’d wanted done tonight, she never would have run into those guards.

“Fiona’s going to die.” His voice seemed to come from far away. “Unless she sees you tonight. She needs her little sister.”

A gasp slipped from her. To fail Fee now, the only time she’d ever needed Lily’s help—

Her lungs wouldn’t fill. No room for it. But Lily shoved herself forward. Ah, God, the passage was so tight. She made an inch of headway. Then another.

A horrible pressure bore down on her shoulder. A fist of stone and steel, it would snap her spine.

She drove into it.

A cracking, God in heaven, the worst agony, she could not hold back her cry. The walls fell away and she was on her knees in the dirt, her arm . . . Ah, it hurt.

An icy wind raked over her. Hands closed over her waist, pulling her up. She gaped helplessly into the dark shadow looming over her. Never again. The words rang through her brain. “We’re done,” she gasped. She and Fiona were done.

The hands held her roughly in place. Searched her body, pausing only briefly at the evidence of blood. She felt her uncle locate the deed. He tucked it away with one hand, holding her up with the other.

“Come on,” he said roughly, turning her toward the road. “We’ll take you to Malloy, get you stitched up.”

Malloy? No. There was a real doctor waiting. The surgeon with her sister. “Fee,” she managed.

A hesitation. “I’m sorry, Lily.”

She blinked and tried to bring him into focus. But with the streetlamps guttering and the clouds blocking the moon, his face was lost in shadow. “What?”

His grip tightened around her waist. “He gave his best. I made sure of it. But Fiona passed. She’s gone.”

Northwest Frontier Province, India

“The Hero of Bekhole. How many more will die at your hands?”

The sneering words came to Christian through a haze of agony. Every inch of his body burned. He remembered the explosion, fire billowing toward him like a sheet. I am going to die, he had thought. And then . . . what?

He forced his eyes open. It felt as though a hot poker had been jammed into his leg in place of the bone. The darkness resolved into a low stone ceiling above him, rough rock. A cave?

Somehow he was alive.

Groaning, he pushed himself upright. He lay on a rudimentary cot. His vision focused on the flames of a candelabrum sitting on the earthen floor.

He was hallucinating. The candelabrum was ornately molded from gem-encrusted gold, marred by a single dent. Rubies, sapphires, emeralds reflected the shimmering light.

“I asked you a question, Major Stratton.”

The voice was male. Heavily accented. Russian. Christian would have flinched had he had the strength. Instead he squinted into the depths of the cave. “I am an officer of Her Majesty’s Army. By the rights accorded . . .”

Something was wrong with his throat. His voice sounded threadbare, ragged. It felt like a razor in his throat.

The silence extended so long that he began to wonder if he’d dreamed the voice. Turn, look around you, get up. Get moving. His men would be searching for him—if any had survived.

He waited for the strength to do it. So dizzy. He wanted only to lie back again. To lie still and surrender to the mercy of unconsciousness.

“What rights,” said the voice, “did you accord to the woman and children you murdered?”

“What?” He paused to catch his breath. His lungs were shot. “I don’t . . .”

Memory flickered, like lightning in a far-off field. It drew closer. It broke over him, showing what he’d forgotten. The moments after the explosion.

A man leaning over him, white-bearded, wild eyes reflecting the flames around him. He had raved in a language that Christian did not speak. And then he had spoken in English: My seed. My seed! You have murdered my seed!

“Bolkhov,” he whispered. The mad Russian general. That was who had him.

Bolkhov was infamous. A lunatic who had refused to accept the end of the war. Repudiated by their own army, his rogue troops had wreaked havoc across the southern territories of Afghanistan, moving at last into the Northwest Frontier of India. They obeyed no codes of decency. They slaughtered entire villages, framing the British for their atrocities. They slit throats like butchers on market day.

He waited to be afraid. But the pain left no room for other feelings. What could Bolkhov do to him? Slit his throat, too. End this misery. It would be a mercy.

The cowardice of that thought registered. It goaded him to try to sit up again. To stand.

But his leg was a red-hot blade. Sparks hazed his vision as he collapsed onto the cot.

The laughter began sharply, then faded into a dream. Christian dreamed of green fields, Susseby, his family embracing him . . .

Bolkhov’s voice called him back. “What business has God with you? You, the murderer of innocents.”

There had been no innocents in that fortress.

“You have slaughtered his children. You have murdered his handmaidens.”

The fortress should not have exploded. The battery of cannons should have destroyed the ramparts to enable a direct assault.

“You mined them,” Christian realized. “The . . . fort walls.”

“You will place this sin on me?” The enraged roar came very close now. From the darkness emerged Bolkhov, his face a mask of soot, his white beard stained with blood. “You are the murderer of my seed. My line is dead!” His eyes filled with the dancing light of candle flame. “Women and children. God’s lambs.”

Insanity’s own face loomed over Christian. There had been no children in that fortress. It stood in the deep, cold reaches of the Hindu Kush. No one had occupied it for centuries—until Bolkhov’s men had seized it for their base of operations. “What children?”

Bolkhov leaned low, baring teeth stained pink. The teeth of some wild predator who had drunk blood. “My children.”

A cold clarity briefly muted the pain. There had been rumors . . . bizarre rumors, that Bolkhov stole women from the nearby villages. That he also carried with him three Afghan women, abducted at the start of the late war, all of whom he called wives.

But those were only rumors. Christian and his men had reconnoitered the fortress for weeks. They had never seen any sign of civilians.

“My line is dead,” Bolkhov said. “And in return, I will end yours. Everyone whom you love.”

Something glittered—a blade. Bolkhov laid it against Christian’s cheek, pressing until the blade bit. Christian did not move. Did not allow himself to blink. He would meet his death with eyes open.

A thousand memories rushed through him: the green rolling parkland of Susseby; the softness of his mother’s palm on his brow; the joy in his sister’s face every time he returned home; his father’s gruff nods. His brother’s grin.

Everything in the world that mattered to him. Home.

“I would take out your eyes,” Bolkhov said softly. “But they are my gift to you, so you may watch. Watch as I slaughter your beloveds, as you have slaughtered mine.” He lifted something. A ring. Christian’s ring, which his father had given him. Go with my blessing. Never forget that I am proud of you. “I will start by returning this to them.”

“No.” The word slipped from him, inadvertently driving the blade deeper. Hot blood slipped down his cheek.

“Oh yes.” Bolkhov lifted away the blade. “We will make sure you are in good health to witness these deaths. My men will take care of you. And while you recover . . .” He smiled. “I will pay my respects. In England, I will call on Viscount Palmer, proud sire of the Hero of Bekhole.”

Christ God. Fear finally penetrated. Those goddamned journalists had made a hero of Christian. They had advertised his biography to the world. This lunatic would know precisely where to find his family.

On a great roaring effort, Christian lunged to his feet. His hands closed around the candelabrum. He turned.

The knife caught him in the belly. He staggered. A great weight struck his skull.

He knew no more.


CHAPTER ONE
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April 1886

There was room for only one thief in this ballroom. Yet a newcomer had slipped past the guards and was attempting to pickpocket the crowd.

Lilah watched with increasing dismay. Dukes and princes vied for invitations to the annual ball at Everleigh’s Auction Rooms. It seemed impossible that a ragamuffin could infiltrate their company. Yet this urchin did not belong. She was pale, underfed, and poorly dressed. The sleeves of her gown flapped around her elbows.

Worse, she had hands like hams. Her mark felt her brush against him, then politely sidestepped before she could take his watch.

Lilah winced. In a second, some well-heeled guest would cry for the police. That would ruin everything, for Lilah could not afford police on the premises tonight.

Tonight, for the last time, Lilah must be the thief in this ballroom.

“What do you say, Lil?”

Forcing a smile, Lilah turned back to her friends. Like her, Susie and Lavender were Everleigh Girls, professional hostesses paid to flatter and cosset potential clients of the auction house. Their evening’s task was straightforward: to direct the guests’ attention and curiosity toward the salons adjoining the ballroom, which contained various collections bound for auction this season.

But while each of the girls had been given a list of guests to focus upon, Susie and Lavender had wasted the last five minutes locked in argument about somebody else—a celebrity important enough to be attended by Miss Everleigh rather than the hostesses.

They stared at Lilah, waiting for her to settle the debate.

But she had no opinion about Viscount Palmer. “I can see both perspectives,” she said.

Susie flushed. “What? Nonsense! Everybody knows he was tortured in the war. Where else did he get that scar?” She shoved a dark curl back under her feathered headpiece, the gesture aggressive. “You can’t imagine the Russians are merciful to their enemies.”

Lavender, to whom this challenge was directed, lifted her shoulder in an elegant shrug. “Not all Russians are savages. Count Obolensky, for instance, seems very gentlemanly. Oh dear—weren’t you supposed to corner him, Sue?”

Susie gasped, then cast a wild look around the room. “Drat it! He was the last on my list—I was meant to show him the samovars. I’ll be dead if I’ve lost him!”

Lavender gave Lilah a smug look. “Never let them go until they’ve seen the goods,” she said. “I finished with my list before supper was laid. And now . . .” She idly flipped through her dance cards, then wrinkled her nose. “Pah! That dratted German has claimed all my waltzes. Quick, who has a pencil? I’m scratching him out.”

“Forget your German!” Susie turned full circle, her plum silk train knocking into Lilah’s. “Help me find Obolensky. Do you see him?”

Lilah saw worse: the thief had grown bolder. She had abandoned the wall and was making a dash toward the exhibits. “I’ll check the salons,” she said. “Susie, you look by the punch table; Vinnie, try the hall.”

Before they could reply, Lilah slipped into the crowd. As she cut across the dance floor, she spotted Miss Everleigh dancing with the object of the girls’ argument.

The scar across Viscount Palmer’s cheek was generally accounted to be dashing. Certainly it did not hurt his looks. He was the picture of virile, laughing health: tall and broad shouldered, with thick gold hair and eyes to match. In Whitechapel, the girls would have called him a goer.

In fact, they had called him a goer. Her sister, Fiona, had clipped his likeness from the newspapers, and eagerly followed tales of his wartime bravery. A true gentleman, she’d called him. This is the kind of lad we deserve, Lily.

Had she lived, she would have been disappointed by the stiff competition for him. Now that he’d inherited the viscountcy, he was catnip for wealthy debutantes. One of the most eligible bachelors in the country—so Lilah had overheard Mr. Everleigh telling his sister recently.

He’s a useless flirt, Miss Everleigh had replied coldly.

As Lilah passed, she caught sight of Palmer’s dimpled smile—undoubtedly flirtatious—and Miss Everleigh’s grimacing reply.

Ha! The viscount would dash himself against those rocks until his bones broke. Gents called Miss Everleigh the “Ice Queen” for a reason. She had no interest in pretty smiles, or human beings, for that matter; art was all she cared for.

Lilah returned her attention to her quarry. Some animal instinct caused the thief to glance up. Their eyes met. The thief ducked into a salon.

Drat it! Lilah dashed after her. By a statue of Catherine the Great, she caught the girl’s elbow, then ducked a slash of nails. “Enough!” She shoved the girl by the shoulders through a set of curtains into a shallow alcove.

The girl punched Lilah in the belly—or tried; there was no muscle to her. Lilah caught her fist and twisted it hard behind the girl’s back, jamming it between her scrawny shoulder blades. One good shove slammed the girl against the wall, where she squirmed and hissed like a cat.

“Quiet,” Lilah said. “Bleeding fool! Or I’ll yell for the police.”

The girl’s eyes opened wide. “’Oo are you? Yer no nob!”

Lilah snorted. A common mistake, expecting to find easy marks in a ballroom. Without ceremony, she groped down the girl’s skirts—then made a warning sound as the girl tried to jerk free.

The hidden pocket was poorly disguised. Lilah pulled out a bracelet, a glimmering skein of black pearls and Whitby jet that made her stomach sink. She knew to whom this belonged.

Her expression must have reflected her feelings, for when she glanced up, the urchin went pale. “Please,” the girl stammered, “I . . .” She bit her lip and ducked her head, bracing for a blow.

Lilah narrowed her eyes. The girl’s freckled cheeks still had the soft fullness of childhood. She could be no older than fifteen, sixteen at the most.

Lilah knew that youth carried no special innocence. At sixteen, a girl could be as wicked as a witch. She had been.

But she reached into her own pocket, regardless.

The girl tensed. What did she anticipate? A knife? Lilah might have shown her one. Old habits died hard; she always went armed.

Instead, she plucked out a coin. “Now listen close,” she said. “You’ve no talent. Hands like hams and a bad instinct for marks.”

The girl squinted, her expression doubtful.

“Your life’s worth more. Do you hear me? If you’re smart, you’ll buy a place in a factory. You . . .” She paused, battling the urge to preach onward.

It would do no good. She knew that, too. Sighing, she said, “The choice is yours. Leave now, or get caught.” She pressed the coin into the girl’s hand. “In five seconds, I call the guards.” She turned on her heel and swept out of the alcove, pretending not to notice when the girl dashed by.

At the threshold to the ballroom, Lilah paused. The merry hubbub, the noise and the heat, felt like a solid wall blocking her path. The bracelet in her pocket weighed like an anchor, threatening to drag her down—another unforeseen complication on a night that could not bear any.

Lilah took a deep breath. She stood attired in silk and lace, looking over a crowd of princes and politicians. Some of these rich folk knew her name. They smiled at her when she passed. She had earned her position and finery by honest means.

Look at us now, Fee. So she always thought in such moments. Sometimes she felt—she hoped—that her sister was watching from above, cheering her on. That this triumph was a triumph for them both.

But tonight the sound of the thief’s voice was too fresh in her head. Yer no nob. The girl had seen it in an instant. Lilah didn’t truly belong here. If this crowd of fine folks learned whose niece she was—and what she’d once done to earn her keep—they would call for her head.

Her uncle would enjoy that. He’d said as much. So you’ll do me this small service, Lily—or I’ll be glad to tell the Everleighs your true name and family. The choice is yours.

She would do him the service, all right. For two weeks she’d thought of nothing else but how to accomplish it. Tonight was her chance.

But first she had to slip this bracelet back onto Miss Everleigh’s wrist. Pasting a smile on her lips, she stepped back into the ballroom.

*  *  *

The old ache was throbbing through his leg. It did not help that Catherine Everleigh danced like a wood-jointed puppet. Christian could feel her resistance at every step. Had circumstances allowed it, he might have felt sorry for her, so clearly did she wish to be elsewhere. Instead, he registered her reluctance as a minor irritation, easily overcome by brute strength. He pulled her closer on the next turn, ignoring her grimace.

Meanwhile, from the sidelines, her brother, Peter Everleigh, watched with open delight. He was envisioning wedding bells, no doubt, and the subsequent boost to his business.

“The Russian enamels are extraordinary,” Christian said. Catherine had shown him through the collection earlier.

Violet eyes lifted to stare coldly into his. “Was it the enamels that caught your interest? You seemed more taken with the metalwork.”

Yes, he’d spent several minutes staring at a particular piece—a distinctively dented, jewel-encrusted candelabrum more familiar to him from his nightmares.

Bolkhov had come out of the woodwork again. But he’d finally made a mistake. This demented taunt was a clue that might be used to hunt him down.

Amusing to recall: once upon a time, Christian had envisioned a pleasantly ordinary life for himself. A fat military pension. Some rosy, cheerful girl to wed and bed and make children with.

Now his greatest hopes circled on butchering a madman. He lulled himself to sleep at night with fantasies of blood. “Oh, all of the collections intrigue me,” he said to the icy girl in his arms. “But yes, the metalwork is striking. Am I to understand that you had a direct hand in the acquisition?” How well did she know the lunatic who owned that candelabrum? Was she aware that she’d become a pawn in his game?

Somebody squealed nearby. As Catherine glanced toward the merriment, candlelight rippled over her honey-blonde hair. Her elegant profile belonged on a cameo. Whatever she saw did not alter her bored expression. “Is it so remarkable?” she asked. “I am, after all, joint proprietor of these auction rooms.”

“Much to my good fortune.” For until Catherine had sent him the catalog for the upcoming auction, with the candelabrum featured in laboriously painted detail, he’d had no notion of where to look for Bolkhov. His contacts in the War Office had suggested that Bolkhov was dead. That he had never made it to England at all.

That Christian’s brother had died of bad luck, rather than murder.

One could dwell on such matters only so long before rage and terror collapsed into something colder and darker. Christian would dance with this girl all night, and make very pleasant conversation, and even marry her if that was what it took to bring Bolkhov’s throat under his blade. For he stood to lose everything, otherwise. Everyone.

“Indeed,” he said, “I never thanked you properly for my invitation tonight. How did you guess at my interest in the Russian collection?”

“I do not make guesses,” she said crisply. “Everleigh’s operates on referral.”

“Someone referred me, then?”

She sighed, clearly impatient with the need for small talk. “One of the contributors to the upcoming auction.”

“Who,” he asked, “is this mysterious contributor?”

“He prefers to remain anonymous.”

Christian bared his teeth and hoped it passed for a smile. “How inconvenient.” Inconveniences abounded of late. The morning after he’d received the catalog, he had forced his mother and sister to cancel their plans for the season. They waited now in Southampton; on Sunday they would embark on an extended tour abroad—New York, Boston, Philadelphia. They would not return until this was over, and Bolkhov was dead. “I don’t suppose I can ask you to pass along a note to him?”

“To what end?”

So I can follow you while you deliver it. The vision was vivid. So you can stand by as I slaughter the bastard. “To convey my thanks,” he said.

A line appeared between her pale brows. Unlike every other woman in this country, she seemed to find him irritating. “I shall do so in person, then. I cannot be bothered to keep track of notes.”

He began to understand why men rarely spoke of Catherine Everleigh’s beauty. Astonishing though it was, her charmless nature quite overshadowed it. “Then do tell him how greatly I appreciate it. I hope he plans to attend the auction in June. If so, we’ll meet there.”

“I’m glad the invitation was welcome to you,” she said. “It occurred to me that you might still be in mourning.” Her glance flickered down his evening suit, pausing pointedly on the flower pinned to his lapel. One of the hostesses employed by the auction house had been handing them out at the door. “I can’t imagine,” she said, staring at the festively beribboned tulip, “how deeply you still grieve. Ten months, has it been?”

The implication being that he had not observed the proper mourning period for his brother. “Fourteen, in fact.” Long enough for the pain to dull from a lancing agony to a dull, bone-deep anguish.

But it had sharpened again as he’d stood before that candelabrum tonight. His fury had formed a litany of silent accusation.

You grew careless. You believed that his threats were empty. You thought you were safe.

Geoff is dead because of you.

He forced his thoughts away from that black endless plummet, back to the girl in his arms. She must have seen something that he did not intend to reveal; her frown had taken on a puzzled quality now. “You loved him,” she said.

“Of course I loved him.” Was she quite right in the head? “He was my brother.”

Her mouth twisted. “As if blood were enough to guarantee love.”

He took a hard breath, reminding himself of his task here. Catherine Everleigh had no friends. Reticent and withdrawn, she spent her days in dusty attics, poring over other people’s treasures. She showed no interest in gentlemen, much less potential confidants.

But she must know Bolkhov, for she was coordinating the sale of that candelabrum. Evidently she anticipated seeing him again. And so Christian’s strategy was clear. He must ensure she did not leave his sight. Ideally, he must win her trust and affection, God help him.

The waltz slowed to a conclusion. He stepped back from her, sketching a formal bow before offering his escort off the dance floor. “I suppose I will not see you again until we meet at Buckley Hall.”

She paused, a feline quality to her unblinking regard. “Then we will not see each other. My brother has decided to appraise your estate himself. Did you not know?”

“No, I did not.” Damn it. That must be what Peter Everleigh wished to speak to him about later. “How curious. I’d understood that he handles the sales, and you, the appraisals.”

“Indeed.” Her smile looked sour. “That is the typical arrangement. In this case, however, I believe your reputation has won his particular interest. You are, after all, the Hero of Bekhole.”

This would not do. Christian had contracted the auction house to handle the sale only because it would give him a chance to keep Catherine in sight. “Would he reconsider his decision?”

Her pause was guarded. “Certainly, if you spoke to him, he might do. I daresay he—” She grabbed his arm for balance as a passerby, a raven-haired woman in a pink gown, stumbled into her.

“Forgive me, Miss Everleigh!” The woman’s husky tone and quick curtsy struck Christian as oddly servile. As she straightened, her glance brushed his, giving him a start. Her eyes belonged to a medieval Madonna. They were round and heavy-lidded, a deep oceanic blue.

“I do hope you are not intoxicated,” Catherine Everleigh said coldly to her.

“No, ma’am.” This time, the woman’s abashed smile was shared with Christian as well. “Only clumsy,” she purred. After bobbing another curtsy, she moved away.

“One of our hostesses,” Catherine said.

“I see.” It occurred to him that an Everleigh Girl, by virtue of her duties, might have cause to know a good deal about Catherine.

“These girls are more trouble than they’re worth,” Catherine went on. “But my brother insists on them.” She paused. “Do you mean to speak with him tonight?”

Christian caught the urgency buried in her question. She wished very much to manage the valuation of his estate. How convenient. “I will find him at once.”

A faint smile escaped her. “Excellent.” She offered a handshake, the gesture businesslike. As she drew away, he noticed something.

“That’s a very fine bracelet you wear,” he said.

“It was my mother’s.”

“Do you always remove it while you dance?”

The small degree of warmth that had crept into her manner now vanished. “I never remove it.”

Then somebody had done so for her—only to put it back again. How peculiar. He looked across the crowd for the dark-haired hostess, eyes narrowing as he found her slipping out the door.

No, not slipping. Sneaking.


CHAPTER TWO
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Once more, then never again. After tonight, Lilah would be good for the rest of her life. She’d be a perfect lady. She vowed it.

As she walked, the sounds of merriment receded. She passed the great stairway that led up to the auction rooms, marble steps marching into darkness. Anybody could be standing above, spying on her from the shadows. The silence felt like the hush before a scream—or a crash. If she was caught tonight, she would be ruined.

For four years she had worked to break free of her fate. After Fiona’s death, Nick had finally let her go. She’d put her sister’s plan into action with ruthless self-discipline. Endless hours poring over etiquette manuals. Then, volumes of art and history. For the first two years at Everleigh’s, all her savings had gone to a tutor of elocution. She’d not spoken without first rehearsing each word in her head, focusing on those wretched vowels and consonants that no Whitechapel girl knew to pronounce.

Only recently had the tutor declared there was no more to learn. Only now did she sleep soundly through the nights, confident that Fee would be proud of her. You didn’t die in vain. We made it out. She’d opened a savings account, and at last dared to revise her sister’s dreams, aiming now for something so extraordinary that even Fiona had never thought of it: a respectable retirement fund, perhaps a little house of her own. Imagine it: growing old in peace, free of the fear of the law—or her uncle!

Yet now, as she crept down the hall, she stood to lose everything. She could all but feel Fiona beside her, panicked and fearful. You never see it coming, Fee had said shakily one night, having returned from a job gone bad. One of Nick’s men had died. In a blink, you’re done for. It happens so fast.

She gritted her teeth. Focus.

Near the end stood the door to Peter Everleigh’s study. Lilah reached into her chignon, feeling past the crystal-tipped pins for the prick of the pick she’d tucked into a curl.

She expected her fingers to tremble, for she’d had no practice in years. But as she fitted the pick into the lock, her hands were steady. It took only one touch, one twist, before the door swung open.

She bit her lip, strangely dismayed. Did it come back so easily? Four years felt like a century to her, an age in which she had transformed. But if she remembered the way of it so well, then perhaps she was no different, after all.

Frowning, she forced aside that thought. No distractions. Think later. As she stepped into the room, the thick carpet absorbed her footfall. She groped her way around the furnishings toward the oak desk, then felt down the drawers.

One would do better not to keep one’s private documents in a desk. For that matter, if one did use a desk, better to lock every drawer in it. By locking only the topmost, Peter Everleigh announced where he kept his loot.

This lock was trickier than the other one. As she fumbled—once, and then a second time—anxiety breathed a cold, creepy whisper down her nape. The pick slipped out of her hand; she heard herself whisper a curse that she’d banished from her vocabulary long ago. Biting her lip, she felt across the carpet for the tool.

It hadn’t fallen far. Now her fingers did shake as she fitted the pick into the lock. But the lock changed its mind about her; it suddenly yielded.

She still had the talent, even now, years out of practice!

After a moment, her pride struck her as shameful. Frowning, she reached into her sleeve and plucked out a stub of candle. From her bodice, she pulled a match. The wick lit, shedding a small, unsteady light. She riffled through the contents of the drawer.

Opera glasses. Theatrical programs. Crumpled telegrams. Gambling markers. A mess of letters.

She riffled quickly through the pages, finding no order to them. The brisk, slashing penmanship of a business correspondent pressed side by side with the curlicues of some wealthy widow with poor taste in men. Amorous phrases leapt out: your bed last night . . . the feel of your mouth . . . Grimacing, Lilah flipped faster. Her uncle had mentioned three names, none of which she’d recognized, though the society columns were required reading for Everleigh Girls.

But it seemed these men weren’t part of high society. She plucked out three letters, all of them concerning matters of construction and sanitation. The men must be members of the Municipal Board of Works; Peter Everleigh served on it, too. Puzzled, she folded up the letters and slipped them into a hidden pocket in her skirts, then shut the drawer on a long breath.

As she stood, a wave of dizziness rocked her. Mr. Everleigh had recently decreed that the Everleigh Girls’ waists must be seventeen inches at most. Lilah hadn’t eaten since breakfast; otherwise, her laces would never tighten so far.

Yet even with her lungs crushed by whalebone, she could outwit Pete’s defenses. All it took was a single pick.

Smiling now, she hurried toward the door. Her hand had just found the latch when she heard her doom: masculine voices approaching in the hall.

She recoiled, but there was nowhere to flee.

Frantic, Lilah groped her way back toward the desk. No, no, no; this can’t be happening. In her mind’s eye she saw the room’s sparse furnishings. There was nowhere to hide but beneath the desk—a terrible concealment, too easily discovered.

She yanked up her skirts, dropped to her knees, and clambered into the space.

It made for a tight fit, curled up like this. The boning in her corset jabbed into her ribs. She gritted her teeth and resisted the steel grip of the stays, which wanted to force her spine to straighten.

The room brightened as the door opened.

“—discuss this privately,” came Peter Everleigh’s voice, “it being a matter of some delicacy.”

Young Pete, the older girls called him, for they had known his father before him, and could not think of him, they said, as a worthy heir to the title of “Mr. Everleigh.” But he had always struck Lilah as perfectly suited to his position, smooth-spoken and assured around rich men.

Now, though, he sounded hesitant. Apologetic, even. “I do hope you understand,” he said.

“I confess I don’t.” The reply came in a low drawl that could cut glass. Lilah had learned to recognize such an accent. Her tutor said it couldn’t be taught, only bred—but Lilah suspected money and a fancy education had something to do with it, too. “I believe your sister would do a splendid job at Buckley Hall,” said the blue blood.

Lilah found a crack in a wooden join and squinted through it. All she could see were legs. The men had paused by the chiffonier, with no apparent intention of moving deeper into the room. A miracle that they didn’t hear her heart drumming.

“Your faith is gratifying,” said Young Pete. “However, my sister would be the first to tell you that she lacks experience in such appraisals.”

“Would she?”

The gentleman’s obvious skepticism made Lilah bite back a brief smile. Whoever he was, this client knew Miss Everleigh well enough to doubt claims about her modesty.

Pete gave a knowing laugh. “Well, I’m certain she’d be glad to try her hand at it. But I would not dream of asking you to indulge her. I will gladly handle the estate myself. Indeed, I look forward to—”

“I would not like to disappoint her.”

The smooth remark held a buried edge, not quite sharp enough to be aggression. But the message was clear all the same.

When Pete replied, the smile in his voice confused Lilah. “Naturally, we both wish to see my sister happy. But you must see . . .”

A pair of legs turned, strode out of view. She recognized them as Pete’s, and swallowed hard, panic all but throttling her.

Beneath the protective layer of carpet, the floorboards squeaked. Slate-gray trouser legs paused two feet away from her. As she shrank back, her corset squeezed her ribs harder yet. Damn it all! If she so much as twitched, she was done for.

“A drink?” asked Pete.

“Why not?”

Glass clinked. Liquid sloshed. “To be frank,” said Pete, “it wouldn’t look right. That is, a bachelor’s house . . . without chaperonage. She is, you know, a most eligible young lady.”

Now the other man’s shoes came into view. “Very eligible,” he said pleasantly.

Lilah panted silently against the pain. Think of something else. She focused on the client’s patent leather shoes, which were polished to such a high gloss that she could see her skirts in them.

Stars above—she could see worse. Peeking out from beneath the client’s heel was a pink bow identical to those sewn all over her gown.

“She did have a companion for a time,” Pete said.

Lilah stared at her doom, disbelieving. Pete insisted on approving the girls’ gowns before a party. He would recognize that ribbon in an instant.

“Quite the dragon,” Pete went on. “Catherine claimed that she got in the way of the work. I suspect what that means is that Mrs. Ogilvie insisted on the observance of proprieties. At any rate, Catherine grew skilled in losing the poor woman.”

Holding her breath, Lilah shifted onto her knees and eased forward. She would snatch up that bow.

The client shifted, exposing the ribbon fully. Something in his bodily posture suggested a moment of surprise. He began to kneel.

Her thoughts scrambled. No choice but to run for it. She could explode out from under the desk, make a dash for the service stair—

The client’s hand closed on the ribbon. He ducked a little, bringing his face into view.

Great ghosts. It was Viscount Palmer!

He regarded her without any sign of surprise. His eyes were an impossible color, the shade of whisky held to the light.

He gave her a fleeting, ironical smile. Then he plucked up the ribbon and lifted himself out of sight.

“How embarrassing,” she heard him say. “To be caught carrying lovers’ tokens, like a schoolboy. I expect you recognize your sister’s hair ribbon.”

For a dumb moment, the lie made no sense. She was waiting only for the addendum: By the way, you’ve a woman beneath your desk.

But then Young Pete said, “Of course”—his overly jovial tone betraying that he was not quite comfortable with Palmer carrying tokens from his sister.

Palmer continued, “As for the question at hand—we can’t force your sister to tolerate a chaperone. But the solution seems simple: supply her with company that doesn’t interfere. An assistant, say, to help with her work.”

“I don’t think—”

“Yes, it’s a splendid solution. One of the Everleigh Girls, perhaps? And may I say, I’m so glad that we had the chance to speak privately. As you’ve certainly gathered, it is my hope that by coming to know her better, I might also persuade Miss Everleigh to look upon me more . . . tenderly.”

Pete exhaled. “Yes! Yes, indeed. That is my hope as well.” Their footsteps moved away. “An assistant will serve,” Pete decided.

The door shut.

For a moment longer, Lilah remained frozen. For what possible reason would a stranger—much less Viscount Palmer—protect her?

She crawled out from under the desk. Her legs shook so violently that it required both hands on the desktop to pull herself to her feet. She stared at the door, which—miracle of miracles—remained shut. Palmer had not yet told Pete about her.

Her relief felt fragile, tainted by confusion. Or foreboding. She hobbled toward the door, wincing at the hundred small complaints of her knees and hips, and the giant, throbbing complaint from the vicinity of her rib cage. With one hand on the doorknob, she pressed her ear to the keyhole and listened.

No voices.

She opened the door and stepped into the hallway. It was empty.

Did she truly owe her escape to Christian Stratton? Kit of “Kit’s Charge,” the famous poem that commemorated British bravery overseas? How Fiona would have squealed!

A hysterical giggle bubbled up. One hand over her mouth, she started down the hall. With each step, the unlikely seemed more credible. She’d gotten away with it. She’d been saved by a war hero. Better not to ask the reason. The music was growing louder; the letters were tucked safely in her pocket. She was safe.

Her relief made her giddy. She allowed herself a laugh, a short and exultant sound that broke into a gasp as a hand caught her elbow.

Lord Palmer stepped out from between two statues. “How awkward,” he said pleasantly. “I forgot to ask your name.”

*  *  *

The thief had marvelous composure. The first second, her panic showed plainly. It drained the blood from her face, exposing the artful blending of rouge that had lent her cheeks such fresh color. Her new pallor revealed freckles—a great many of them, long faded.

In the next moment, as though a switch had been flipped, roses bloomed again in her cheeks. She called up a lovely smile, which turned her blue eyes into cheerful half-moons. “Lord Palmer! Why, I hadn’t dreamed to be noticed by you. You are quite the most popular gentleman in the ballroom!”

“Lucky that we’re not in the ballroom, then.” He spoke the words absently, surprised anew by the husky pitch of her voice. She was of average height and size; her voice, however, promised the ability to boom. It was rich enough to belong to a giantess in metal breastplate, with Viking horns atop her head. “I confess, I did not notice you there, Miss . . .”

“But of course you didn’t,” she said warmly. “It’s my good luck to catch you alone. But how selfish it would be to hoard you!” As she started past him, she nodded toward the direction of the ballroom, her fleeting touch along his arm—and her quick, flirtatious glance—suggesting her great desire that he follow.

She was clever. He captured her hand before it could slip away. Without hesitation, she twirled around to face him, her train hissing in a broad arc across the marble floor. Her wide smile had not budged a fraction. “Yes, Lord Palmer?”

He matched her light tone. “And once again, I feel my disadvantage. Must I beg your name from Mr. Everleigh?”

Mention of her employer, whose study she had so recently infiltrated, made her flinch. She had not expected him to segue so quickly to threats.

She glanced over her shoulder. The hallway was empty, of course, the strains of a waltz dim but distinct. Nobody would leave the ballroom until the next set.

Seeing her plight—alone, quite alone—she redoubled the brilliance of her smile, then surprised him by stepping closer. “It’s terribly awkward.” What a magnificent voice she had! And how well she used it. Her hushed tone conjured intimacy, inviting him into a sweet little conspiracy. “I do hope that I can rely on your discretion.”

He gave her a lopsided smile. “Well. You know what they say.”

She looked up at him through thick dark lashes. He could no longer imagine how he’d mistaken her, however briefly, as servile. Between her voice and her oceanic eyes and her unflappable charm, she was a siren.

Her measuring look also suggested a shrewd mind. She was not yet sure how much trouble she was in. He might simply be a blundering idiot. Or he might be a cad, who meant to press his advantage. She was still making up her mind.

So was he. Blackmail was a precarious art, as likely to go wrong as to aid him. But her composure seemed promising. Only a trustworthy tool would serve his purposes.

“No,” she said. “I don’t know what they say. Will you tell me?”

He extended his elbow in an offer of escort. Her hand fluttered down, landing on his sleeve as lightly as a butterfly. “They say a man is only as good as his word,” he told her as they fell into step. “And I’ve been told by several sources that mine is irredeemably rotten.”

Her laughter held a carefree lilt, very convincing. “But that’s nonsense,” she said. “You’re a great hero, Lord Palmer. Everyone has heard of your feats abroad.”

Ah yes. His bloody, much-celebrated bravery.

To prove her point, she began to recite the damned poem. “ ‘Who o’er yonder battlement, when enemy drums did pound—’ ”

“Yes,” he interrupted. “I believe I’ve heard that one before.” Five thousand times or so. It did not improve with repetition.

She was gazing at him brightly. “So then my point is proved: who would dare call you rotten?”

Nobody called him rotten, of course. They begged for autographs instead. “Perhaps you will.”

He felt the slight, nervous dance of her fingertips on his forearm. “I can’t imagine why.”

They had been making very slow progress toward the ballroom. But now Christian drew her to a stop by the darkened stairwell. “Tell me,” he said. “I knew Everleigh was a man of particular tastes. Does he often require you to wait beneath the desk for him?”

The skin tightened at the corners of her eyes. “I wish you wouldn’t mention it,” she said.

He almost laughed. How odd that he should find this pickpocket diverting. But for a woman who’d gotten herself into a great deal of trouble tonight—removing and replacing her mistress’s bracelet, breaking into her master’s locked study, hiding beneath his desk to eavesdrop, and perhaps worse (for a pickpocket, surely, did not break into studies only to eavesdrop?)—for all these redoubtable sins, she nevertheless did a brilliant job of playing the breathy naïf.

He admired a good performance. After all, he played the hero on regular occasion.

“A gentleman wouldn’t mention it,” he said. “Alas, I already warned you. I’m a rogue.”

This time, she believed him. He sensed her reassessment, her subtle change of posture and tone. “Lord Palmer,” she purred. “I don’t expect your approval, of course. But Mr. Everleigh and I . . . That is, you must know that I’m one of the hostesses here, what they call an ‘Everleigh Girl’—”

She was still trying to cozen him. Make him believe he’d interrupted her plan to surprise her lover. To disconcert her—for clearly he hadn’t managed it yet—he lifted his hand to cup her cheek. “Indeed. I believe I’ve seen your face before.” He stroked her jaw. “An advertisement for Pearson’s soap, was it?”

She went still. Her skin was satin-smooth, warm, almost feverish to the touch. She smelled, he realized, like a garden in hot weather, climbing roses and jasmine and honeysuckle warmed by a noonday sun.

Their eyes locked. She blushed, then looked away. “That was Miss Ames in the advertisements,” she said. “I am not one of the girls who wins such honors.”

He studied her—the casual grace of one spiraling black ringlet; the faint trace of freckles on the crest of her round cheek. “I can’t imagine why.”

That was empty flattery, of course. He knew why the advertisers favored other girls. This woman before him had no special beauty, apart from the angelic magic of her eyes—and a certain sensual grace in the way she held herself, slim and erect—and the softness and warmth and scent of her skin.

None of which would translate in photographs.

He retreated a step. “I still don’t know your name.” Not a creative remark. But his brain felt oddly unfocused, as though he had just taken a few fingers of whisky.

“Ah.” She turned back to him, and he was oddly relieved when their eyes met and she looked, once again, quite ordinary to him. “You see that it’s hardly worth knowing, though. Miss Ames models for Pearson’s. You will find Miss Snow on the boxes of Ruben’s Toothpowder, and Miss Lowell and Miss Rousseau smiling on bottles of Mr. Munson’s Tonic. I am the lowest in our ranks—I know it very well. But if you imagine this would protect me from jealousy, you’re mistaken. Should the girls come to know of my . . . special friendship with Mr. Everleigh, I assure you they would make my life a misery.” She paused here, slightly breathless—a state that drew his attention, no doubt deliberately, to the snowy rise of her modest but excellently formed décolletage.

It felt wrong to be so riveted by her performance. He had far more important tasks than parrying words with a woman who made her living batting her lashes at the wealthy. Yet . . . what harm in admiring her? She was as cool under pressure as a professional soldier, but her talents clearly ran toward charm and coercion. She would fit his purpose splendidly. A fine spy.

“Such a peculiarly impassioned plea,” he said, “when all I ask is your name.”

“I . . .” Her face briefly went blank, as she groped for a new script to guide her.

He decided to help. The most predictable narrative was also the most credible. Grasping her by the waist, he eased her deeper into the shadows. Unwittingly, she helped by backing into the wall.

It was no hardship to place his face so close to hers that he could breathe the perfume of her hair. “It isn’t Pearson’s soap you use,” he murmured.

Without hesitation, she murmured back, “I see no need to support my competition.”

He hid his smile by turning his face into her throat. After a night spent in humorless company, she rather felt like balm on a wound. His lips brushed the tender spot beneath her ear as he spoke. “Perhaps you should adjust your aim.” But not her soap. Whatever she used was perfection. “I can think of many areas in which you would have no competition.”

“Oh?” The syllable was more like a croak. She cleared her throat. “Do tell.”

There was no call to keep touching her. She was clearly disconcerted. Yet the scent of her skin . . .

With the very tip of his tongue, he tasted her.
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