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  Chapter One


  On June 4, 1840, Lady Lily Spark arrived at the London docks with nothing but the clothes on her back and two treasures: a legendary pearl, which she kept hidden, and her name, which she had not spoken aloud in years.


  “I need to go to Grosvenor Square,” she told the driver of the nearest coach for hire.


  The driver, a ruddy-cheeked, big-boned, unflappable sort of man, appeared skeptical.


  Well, and so he might. She wore a dirty, ill-fitting dress that she’d bought off a servant girl in Galata, the European quarter of Constantinople, back when she still had coin to spare. A day later, she’d sold her empty purse for a bit of fried bread before boarding the sloop that brought her back to England.


  She didn’t look like she belonged anywhere near Grosvenor Square.


  “You’ll show me your coin before I take you anywhere,” said the driver.


  “Listen.” She leaned in conspiratorially. “Either someone at my destination will pay my fare, or you can take me around to the nearest dark alley and I’ll frig you for it.”


  The driver’s expression didn’t change. It was a fine day, blue skies overhead and not overwarm. Perfect weather for a light summer frock. Lily’s long-sleeved, high-necked gown fit the season about as well as it fit her body, which was to say very ill indeed.


  “Are you a betting man?” Lily threw back her shoulders. If her bosom couldn’t convince him, nothing she said would bring him round. “Think of it as a gamble, only you win either way.”


  He shooed her toward the empty seat with a wave of his whip. “I’ll hold you to that. Grosvenor Square?”


  “Grosvenor Square,” Lily agreed, foot on the baseboard and ready to hop. “Hastings House.”


  A single horse pulled the tiny two-wheeled vehicle. It swayed as she sat, lighter and flimsier than anything on the road when last she saw England. The driver stood upright behind her, and his horse lunged forward at a flick of his whip.


  She sat with her fingers around the door handle and her cheek against the window, fogging it with her breath. She had never known the East End, nor the docks, but the sun and the river told her they were headed in the right direction. More or less. If the driver stopped early, if he decided her offer made her fair prey, she’d open the door, tumble out and run. She’d bruise or break something in the process, but she’d suffer the injury here, on the main thoroughfares, where she’d still have some chance of reaching her destination.


  Perhaps she shouldn’t have put herself at risk in order to spare herself a bit of walking, but she was hungry and the soles of her shoes looked like a sieve.


  So she’d been foolish. Nothing new there.


  But the driver took them away from the Thames exactly where he ought to, trotted her down the Strand, tall buildings clad in clean white marble looming on either side, up to Piccadilly and across Regent Street into the quiet avenues of her girlhood.


  She knew these streets and yet felt a stranger in them. Two feelings as incompatible as oil and water—it was like seeing double. Some ghostly remnant of her old self stirred inside of her, and while she could hardly process her return, it had never left.


  Her sense of disorientation only increased as the driver wheeled her into Grosvenor Square: massive, intimidating homes surrounding an oval park manicured within an inch of its life. Hastings House, her destination, stood fully five stories high, a red brick structure with five thin plaster columns dividing its facade like vertical stripes.


  The plain white-painted door opened before she could knock. The footman blocking the threshold—burly, military, her father’s sort of man—seemed to think he could scare her away with the intensity of his glare.


  But Lily was her father’s daughter, and of the gifts he’d passed on to her, one was this: a harsh look could not frighten her.


  “My name is Lady Lily Spark—”


  “Lady Lily is dead,” interrupted the footman.


  “I can see how you’d get that idea,” Lily replied. “Really I can. But as it happens, I was only missing, and now I’ve returned. Is there anyone in the house who’d remember me? My father, for example?”


  A tall, broad-shouldered fellow appeared at the footman’s back. Rundle, the butler. He’d gotten older, thicker and grayer, but she knew him instantly.


  Rundle’s jowly, bullish face gave no indication that the recognition was mutual.


  Rats.


  “Rundle, is that you? Looking very hale, if you don’t mind the observation. Not a day older than when last we met—you remember that, don’t you? It’s been years, of course, but you always had such a memory. If you please, this lovely man drove me here and I haven’t any money on me. Could you see that he gets paid?”


  Blank-faced, Rundle handed the footman a coin.


  The footman gawked at the bit of silver, then at Lily, his eyes widening comically.


  Lily stepped aside, clearing the way to the street.


  The footman dashed past. Lily waved cheerily to the driver and crossed the threshold into her old home. The vast front hall had once been light and airy, gold accents against a cream background. Now the walls had been papered over in dark blue, against which vases full of red roses stood out like spatters of bright blood.


  Ghastly.


  “Is he in residence?” she asked Rundle.


  “This way.” The butler led her up the grand staircase, down a corridor, then paused before a closed door. “If you’ll allow me to go in alone. Give His Grace a moment to prepare.”


  Lily laid her hand over the knob. “No.”


  The silence stretched. Finally, the butler dropped his eyes and Lily stepped through alone.


  Her father sat behind a large desk of polished wood, bathed in sunlight that streamed in through an open window. He, too, was older—they were all older, of course, time didn’t play favorites—his hair more silver than blond now. But it was the same long, thin, fine-boned face looking up at her that she had once looked up to when she was small. And his cold sharp eyes, the same tawny color as her own, hadn’t dimmed in the slightest.


  He rose automatically, reaching for a gold-handled cane that hung from a hook bolted to his desk. He stood with his shoulders back, chin up, as though he’d just stepped onto a parade ground. He still looked taller than he was.


  “I’m home,” she said, more faintly than she’d planned.


  Recognition staggered him. He nearly crumpled—the bad leg, of course—and that flash of weakness staggered her. Lily raced forward, but he righted himself before she could cross the distance, leaning hard on his cane.


  “Papa?” She took his arm. “I’m sorry I startled you.”


  “Sit.” He pointed to the chair opposite his desk.


  She held fast. “You first.”


  That made him glare; he hated being told what to do, almost as much as she hated being cut down to size. But, for once, her father’s prickly harshness filled her with joy. She had hated him for the first half of her life and missed him for the second.


  Impulsively, Lily flung her arms around him and held him tight, though he didn’t bend in turn.


  “I’ll sit,” he conceded irritably. “What are you wearing? What—”


  “It’s a long story.” Lily waited for him to follow word with deed before she circled around the desk and sat. Unlike her father’s chair, sized to his frame and well-padded, it had a deep seat and no cushions. Designed to cause, rather than relieve, discomfort.


  “The short version is: I married a Turk, but he’s just died, and the whole Ottoman Empire appears to be on a—shall I call it a slimming regime? Because it’s smaller every day, and—listen to me, I’m babbling. It seemed like a good time to come home.”


  “You married—”


  “A Turk,” Lily confirmed. “His name was Rustem Pasha. He was not a Christian, but he had no other wives. I was terribly fond of him.”


  For once, the Duke of Hastings was speechless.


  “If it’s just too awful to contemplate, I can leave in the morning.” She’d beg for money first, but she’d go. “Do I have a tombstone somewhere? I ought to visit it. Pay my respects.”


  “Yes.” He swiped a hand across his forehead. “You have a tombstone.”


  Something cold fluttered in her chest. Fear of death, or just guilt? “At Irongate?”


  “Next to your mother.”


  “Ah.”


  “Adam stayed in Cairo for months,” said her father. “He searched for you long after the authorities had given up.”


  She had used her brother to engineer her escape—she’d have been found in a day if she’d tried to run away in England—and left him to take the blame. She’d known that Adam would suffer from guilt, fear, grief. She’d done it anyway. That, to the best of her ability to understand it, was evil—and she had perpetrated it.


  “I’m sorry.”


  “You’re not,” returned her father. “But you’ll always have a place here. Nothing you do could change that.”


  All her muscles turned to water. She leaned into the arm of her chair, her bones a frail scaffolding that wobbled horribly under the pressure. Oh, praise the stars and the saints, the mules that had carried her down the long roads and the boat that had sailed her across the seas. Every hungry morning and uneasy night had been worth it. Every hard desperate moment had brought her, at last, to safety.


  And her father saw her relief, which revealed the depth of her need.


  “But, Lily.” He tapped the desk between them, suddenly sharp and confident. “You’ve come home at a… delicate time. The way events are shaping up in the wider world—in the world that you just left. I’m going to need your help.”


  The sweet relief drained away, faster than it had come. Whatever he wanted, she would hate it.


  Chapter Two


  John Tacitus Ware held a lantern high in one hand. The brightest lantern he could find, and the morning’s surveying expedition had burned through its whole reservoir of oil. But here, in the bowels of the earth, the light it generated was little more than a halo—a thin, fragile cocoon protecting him from the darkness.


  Nothing lived here. No mold, no lichen. A few spiders, sometimes, though even they kept close to the surface. In the cool, still air, the light crunch of approaching footsteps reached him long before Rudolph Pound emerged from the gloom.


  Lightly dressed, hair thin on top but with full mustache luxuriating across his upper lip, Pound advanced slowly. He bent his head, and most of his attention, to the biscuit-sized instrument in his hand, a combination compass and tilt meter.


  “Twenty-three paces,” Pound said. “Incline of twelve feet.”


  John let the lantern dangle from a finger and pulled his notebook from his pocket. Before they descended he’d sketched a rough map of the cave from memory. As they went along, he’d scrawled measurements into the corresponding spots on the map. Now, at the end of their planned route, figures crowded the sheet.


  He added the most recent measurements and slipped the notebook back into his coat pocket.


  “That’s the whole branch done.” Pound hammered an iron spike into the wall and tied a bright yellow ribbon around it to mark where they’d stopped. “Back to the ropes?”


  John took the lead again, lamplight wavering eerily in front of him. He dragged one hand along the rough rock wall as the passages opened up, taller and wider, until he couldn’t see the rock arching overhead. Only darkness, dense and palpable and pressing round him. More confining—more terrifying—than the smaller, tighter tunnels could ever be.


  He paused before the final turning and shaded his eyes, but still winced at the sunlight streaming through the hole, twenty feet up.


  “Halloo!” Pound shouted, his eyes squinted down to slits.


  The answering holler from above bounced from wall to wall.


  Two ropes dangled from the ledge, empty harnesses limp on the cave floor. John tested the nearest for soundness, tied himself in, and double-checked his knots. Then he checked Pound’s harness and waited for Pound to return the favor.


  “Lift!” John cried.


  The ropes went taut. The prickly jute bit through his sturdy clothing and cut off his circulation as he rose, foot by laborious foot, Pound swinging beside him. Sunlight blinded him as he reached the top, arms outstretched and grappling for purchase. Strong hands closed around his wrists and heaved him over the lip and onto the surface.


  A breeze ruffled his hair. It carried the scent of mud and grass and sap, manure and the spice of wild clover. Sunlight warmed his forehead, the tip of his nose. Birdsong filtered out from the woods.


  He opened his eyes. Ranged around him were the members of his Rambling Club. Sir Alexander Congreve, the squire who’d founded the group; Phineas Bell, a railroad engineer; Old Hugh Bertie, a retired naval officer… half-a-dozen men in all, the lot of them out of breath and red-faced from the haul.


  Among these bluff, familiar faces hovered one he hadn’t seen in several years. Handsome, blond, patrician. Julian Swann. The Duke of Clive now, but before inheriting his title he’d been a colleague at the Foreign Office.


  In fact, Clive had been one of the most influential members of the faction that had pushed so hard to have John dismissed from his post. An energetic and successful campaign that brought his career to a premature end.


  “Welcome back to the land of the living,” said Clive.


  John rolled to a sitting position, palmed the hard ground and vaulted to his feet. He held out his hand for Pound, who clasped it, and helped the man rise. “Good ramble.”


  “Very smooth indeed,” Pound agreed, whacking grit from the seat of his pants.


  “We surveyed the entire rift passage,” John told Congreve and the others. “Next time we can press on to the aven.”


  Congreve looked nervously at Clive and cleared his throat.


  John sighed. “Have you met the Duke of Clive?”


  “Er… he introduced himself when he arrived,” Congreve replied. “An hour ago.”


  “I hope you don’t mind,” added Clive. “I was passing through the area and thought I’d check in on an old friend.”


  “You’ve certainly got my attention.” John tapped his hat onto his head and collected the rest of his things before turning to Congreve and the Club. “I’ll use the measurements we took today to fill out the map and bring a copy to you in the next few days. Short Sump in two weeks?”


  “Meet at the manor at dawn,” Congreve confirmed.


  “Until next time.” John waved for Clive to follow him down the path that led to his property. It crossed through a bright wood, young oak trees planted in a grid pattern, the canopy only a few feet overhead. “So what’s this about?”


  “Do you take any papers?”


  John shrugged.


  “So much happening out in the wide world these days.”


  “Not my concern anymore.”


  “Yes, well…” Clive scratched his nose. “You did try to start a war.”


  He had. He’d hoped to strengthen the Ottoman Empire by weakening Russia, and so he’d moved along the coast of the Black Sea, fomenting rebellion. He’d wanted a buffer state, a bulwark against Russia’s advancing borders. He’d wanted an independent Georgia.


  He’d acted against policy and well beyond his allotted authority. He’d been stopped, chastised, and dismissed.


  Meanwhile, Ottoman power continued to decline, the borders to erode. Corruption weakened the Empire from within. And now rebellion threatened to tear the Empire apart.


  One of the Sultan’s most talented, ambitious vassals had claimed the territory he’d been sent to govern for his own. Mehmet Ali had taken control of Egypt, consolidated his power there, and invaded Syria. He’d crushed the Sultan’s armies and advanced dangerously close to Constantinople.


  The Sultan needed a savior, and Russia was eager—too eager—to volunteer for the job. If the other great powers didn’t intervene, the tsar and Mehmet Ali would split the Empire between them, and the Ottomans would be no more.


  Russia would gain a port on the Mediterranean. Britain would lose a critical ally. And the whole bloody situation could have been avoided, if they’d only acted earlier.


  “Good thing you put a stop to that,” drawled John.


  Clive’s lips twitched. “So you are following the news.”


  “Congratulations,” John deadpanned. “You caught me red-handed.”


  The woods opened up on a wide lawn, the grass patchy and unshorn. The rambling manse at the center of the green, an eyesore that clumsily incorporated every major architectural trend to reach England over the past two hundred years, had once belonged to the Earl of Harewood.


  Harewood had gone broke, and sold it. John’s father had got rich, and bought it.


  Times do change.


  “We need you in London,” said Clive.


  “I agree.”


  Clive paused, his pale eyebrows climbing up his forehead. “Excellent. I’ll see you there.”


  “Not until I know what you’re after.” Then, after a pause, “Not until I know what’s in it for me.”


  Clive smiled. “You mean it’s not enough to sit down at the table and watch the rest of us eat crow?”


  “Not by half.”


  “All right.” Clive linked his hands at the small of his back and advanced a few steps, apparently in deep thought. The grass rustled and crunched, tall enough for the blades to brush against the back of John’s gloved hands as they walked.


  The duke glanced over with a quick, surprising smile. “Luckily, that’s the answer I expected. I came prepared.”


  “Then come in,” said John. “State your case.”


  He kept only one wing of the old Harewood home open, and it was still more than he needed for personal use. The rest hibernated, windows shuttered and bolted, furniture shrouded in thick canvas. All of it very fine, much of it imported from abroad. Buy quality, his father used to say. It’s cheaper in the end.


  Doubtful, in John’s opinion. But it would sell well, when he finally put the place on the block. In the meanwhile, he lived in the only section of the house that hadn’t been renovated. His father had died before he could finish his favorite project, and his mother had never approved the expense.


  The furniture here was comfortable but mismatched. Wallpaper covered the bare walls, green vines on a white background, the colors crisper in the spots where Harewood’s paintings had once hung. Not grand accommodation, by any means, but it didn’t give him an itch. The rest of the house did.


  “Have a seat.” John gestured to the sofa. “Should I have a room made up?”


  “No.” Clive sat, stretching his long legs. “My wife is expecting me.”


  “Your wife?”


  “We wed last year.”


  “Congratulations.”


  “If you come to London,” Clive said, “I’ll introduce you.”


  John laughed. “It’s not going to be that easy.”


  “Then let me explain my dilemma. We have a problem that we can’t solve through official channels.” Clive leaned forward, propped his elbows on his knees, and knitted his fingers loosely together—totally at ease, casually elegant. If he felt any lingering embarrassment about their past history, it didn’t show.


  But Clive had always been cool, hard to read.


  Of course, people had been known to say the same about John himself. He folded his arms and leaned against the wall. “Go on.”


  “You must know that the great powers have gathered in London. We’re preparing a treaty that we can send to Mehmet Ali. A unified show of force.”


  “Yes.”


  “Can you guess which, among our European allies, has caused the most trouble?”


  John cocked an eyebrow. “Just one?”


  “We’re close to an agreement,” Clive said. “Damned close. Russia, Austria, and Prussia are ready to sign.”


  John whistled, low and faint. “France?”


  Clive nodded. “They make unreasonable demands. When we compromise, they delay. The plenipotentiary they’ve sent, Guizot, is always happy to engage—because diplomacy wastes time. I want you to find out what’s holding them back.”


  “I can tell you that right now,” said John. “France already boasts a substantial Mediterranean coastline, but they’ve spent the last decade consolidating their hold on Algeria. If they forge an alliance with an independent Egypt, France will have effectively turned the entire Mediterranean Sea into a private pond.”


  “But only if Mehmet Ali wins the day. Which he won’t.”


  “So the French are taking a gamble,” said John. “They have a great deal to gain, not much to lose.”


  “A gamble—yes. But they haven’t played their cards yet, and that means we still have time to bring them around to our way of thinking. If they’re holding an ace up their sleeve, we need to shake it loose.”


  “And you want me to hunt down this ‘ace’?”


  “There’s a post waiting for you if you succeed.” Clive shifted to a low, singsong tone. “Just think. One little job and you could have it all back. More. You could be on a ship, a consul on your way to a new diplomatic posting, before spring of next year.”


  The spike of longing John felt at those words shamed him utterly. He knew better than to trust Clive’s promises. He’d learned a hard lesson, and he’d learned it in a hard way. It should have stuck.


  “And if I don’t succeed?” John asked.


  “It’s an opportunity. Not a guarantee.” Clive shrugged. “What are you doing here in Yorkshire? Local geography? Ware, five years ago you were mapping the mountain passes of Afghanistan. Leave Short Sump for the amateurs and come back where you belong.”


  John looked out the window. Even without an army of gardeners, it was a pleasing tableau: crickets chirping in the summer grass, a clear blue sky, distant bells that clanged as livestock on surrounding farms migrated with the shade. Peaceful, idyllic, slow.


  No, he didn’t belong here. He used to think that he belonged at the Foreign Office, but he’d spent the past few years convincing himself that he’d been wrong.


  Had he been wrong?


  “The Ottoman Empire could collapse,” Clive urged. “You know the Russians would love to drive a wedge between Britain and France. Divide and conquer, hmm? The fewer allies we have, the less we’ll protest while they gobble up Ottoman territory. You used to care about this, Ware. Don’t you want in?”


  “Of course I want in,” snapped John.


  Clive smiled, sharp and satisfied.


  A maid wheeled in a cart piled high with tea and pastries, but Clive stood before John could offer him any refreshment. The duke snatched up a biscuit and jogged it in his palm as he walked backward toward the door, facing John. “It’s an open invitation, but don’t delay too long. I’ll see myself out.”


  John poured himself a cup of tea. In an effort to distract himself, he flipped through the morning mail. He had letters from all over the world—Rio de Janeiro and Trieste, Moscow and Marrakech. One, from Lord Wilsey in London, he opened immediately.


  John had met Wilsey seemingly by chance in a tavern in Switzerland. He’d been fresh out of Cambridge, on a Grand Tour, when a robust man of middle years sat down next to him and said, “Well, my boy. I’ve been looking for an opportunity to meet you for some time now.”


  “Pardon?” John had asked.


  “You’re John Ware? I’ve only had descriptions to go by until now.” Wilsey had held out his hand for a shake, eyes twinkling. “I’m an old friend of the family. Your mother let me know that you might be in the area, and wanted me to make sure you were well. I’ll write to her tomorrow, and she’ll be glad to learn you’re in good health and good spirits.”


  The hairs at the back of John’s neck had stiffened. In retrospect, he had no idea what had tipped him off. There hadn’t been anything suggestive in Wilsey’s manner. Quite the contrary. And while, over time, he’d found some points of resemblance—the dark, deep-set eyes, especially—it wasn’t enough to prove anything. Hardly enough to justify his suspicion.


  “And, while I’m happy to ease her worries with good news,” Wilsey had continued, “I plan to squander all the goodwill I’ve earned by offering you a place on a mountaineering expedition though the Alps. I’ve been planning this trip for months now, but one of the climbers in our group has fallen ill. He’s fled to balmier climes to recuperate and—well. You’ve come this far. It would be a shame to miss out on the glories of the high Alps.”


  John would have sworn that, up until that moment, the thought had never occurred to him. That neither of his parents had ever given him reason to wonder, nor seemed to tiptoe around some dark secret. But they were practical people, preferring action to reflection, looking forward to looking back.


  After an hour with Wilsey, he’d been certain. By the end of the night, he’d accepted Wilsey’s invitation. He’d come to the mountains planning to arrange a trek through the Alps, but that wasn’t why. He’d wanted to know Wilsey better. He’d wanted to find out how alike they really were.


  The answer? A very great deal.


  Today, Wilsey’s letter was brief. A perfunctory greeting followed by a stark request: Come to London as soon as you are able, he wrote. Be discreet.


  John folded the paper and took another sip of tea. So. No need to agonize or debate. For better or worse, his course was set.


  Chapter Three


  Cities wilted in the summer. While the countryside bloomed, vigorous and healthy, in London even the cobblestones sweated. The city’s winter patina softened into grime, and the air needed laundering.


  He’d arrived early that afternoon. Looked up Clive first thing and agreed to accompany him on a visit to Lord and Lady Sewell. He’d spend the evening out with Clive, establish the reason for his return, then slip quietly over to Wilsey’s townhouse in the morning while the rest of Mayfair slept.


  Spying for Clive would divert attention from the real purpose of his visit.


  “There are only two people you need to pay attention to tonight,” said Clive, as they strolled up Park Lane. Sunset smudged the western sky, while the perfume of sun-heated grass still hung heavy in the air. “The Duke of Hastings and his daughter, Lady Lily.”


  “Hastings I know.” While he held no official position in the government, Hastings made his presence known at every level, in every department. The man was a titan. Ruthless, clever, with near-boundless resources he could leverage to his own advantage. “But his daughter? I didn’t realize he had one.”


  “Understandable. She disappeared mysteriously almost ten years ago, and was generally assumed to have met a bad end.”


  “Disappeared how? What’s the mystery?”


  “She vanished out of a hotel room in Cairo.”


  John stuttered to a halt. “Good God. What was the Duke of Hastings’s daughter doing in Cairo?”


  “Sidestepping a bit of scandal. She was the sort of girl—well, she was lucky to have a rich and powerful family behind her.”


  “Wild?”


  “To put it mildly,” Clive agreed. “She’s just turned up—out of the blue—and can you guess where she’s been hiding all this time?”


  John tried to imagine it. He couldn’t. A well-bred girl, alone on the streets, unable to speak the common tongue? Cairo, like any city of that size, would have swallowed her whole. “The woman we’re about to meet, you mean? I’d wager she’s an actress, and she’s been ‘hiding’ in a band of traveling players.”


  Clive snorted. “If so, the resemblance is uncanny—and Hastings an unlikely candidate to orchestrate such a deception. Though he has been quick to put her to use. She’s out and about every day, telling stories about how weak the Sultan has become.”


  “So if not an actress, a willing puppet?”


  “And I need you to follow the string back to the puppet’s master.”


  “To what end?”


  “Hastings is a staunch supporter of the French,” replied Clive. “He’d abandon Turkey to Russia, if that’s what it took to preserve the alliance he cares about. If anyone is privy to French secrets, it would be him. Win the daughter’s trust, and she’ll tell you what the father knows.”


  “You want me to… befriend her? Court her?”


  “I won’t dictate your methods.”


  They reached the Sewell townhouse, a narrow building of white stone with five stories of bay windows facing Hyde Park. Clive lifted the knocker and a butler shepherded them upstairs.


  The elegant front salon fed into a second, almost identical room, which fed into a third—the residence was much deeper than it was wide. A single violinist played behind a screen halfway down, a gentle melody to confuse the quiet murmur of voices.


  John halted Clive in the landing before they crossed the threshold. “If you need someone who speaks Turkish or Persian or Arabic, I can help you. If you want to know about landing troops in Acre, or Mehmet Ali’s army, I can give you an opinion. Wheedling secrets out of women is your kind of work. Not mine.”


  “It used to be,” Clive acknowledged, unruffled. “Would you rather approach Hastings directly?”


  John snorted.


  “So talk to Lady Lily. Find out if her father has taken her into his confidence. Win her over, and we’ll have a Trojan horse in Hastings House.”


  John’s first thought, when he saw her, was: This is a joke. A very, very bad joke.


  This laughing creature with sunrise hair and sunset eyes was no Trojan horse. Arms bare, breasts plumping out of her bodice as though she’d never known shame. Nor hardship, or even discomfort. She was the human equivalent of a meringue, all air and sugar.


  “Find somebody else,” said John, through his teeth.


  Clive ignored him. “Let me introduce you.”


  John glared.


  “You’re already here, Ware. Humor me.”


  To give the woman credit, she seemed unmoved by Clive’s handsome face. She had a bright, birdlike way of focusing her attention. Curious but impersonal. She greeted Clive warmly, smoothly, and only faltered when she heard John’s name.


  Her breath caught. Her pupils dilated. And the pieces fell into place.


  What, realistically, did John have to offer that nobody else in the Foreign Office could duplicate? He had more firsthand knowledge than most, yes. He’d read widely, true. But his snide comment to Clive hid a deeper truth, one anyone who’d seen him fumble his way through society affairs would know: he had few social graces, and little experience with women.


  Clive hadn’t dragged him out of disgrace for his knowledge, let alone his nonexistent charm. He needed John because, ten years ago, John had been famous.


  His first brush with notoriety had followed the mountaineering expedition that Wilsey had invited him to join. One of the more experienced climbers had fallen and broken a leg. John and Wilsey had carried him through the wilderness, for two days, until they reached the nearest town.


  The rescue made the London papers, and for a while stories of John’s exploits had been popular. He’d even written a couple books. But his work for the Foreign Office took more and more of his time, demanded ever greater discretion, and he’d faded from public consciousness after a few years.


  But Lady Lily had vanished at the height of his fame.


  She extended her hand for his bow. “I believe I’ve read some of your books, Mr. Ware.”


  “You have?” Of course she had.


  “In the Footsteps of the Crusaders made me realize there was a world beyond England.” A wash of blood stained her cheeks pink. “Perhaps I shouldn’t admit that it needed explaining.”


  “I—” John glanced at Clive, who rocked back on his heels, trying not to look smug. “Thank you.”


  Lady Lily didn’t notice the exchange. She watched John with her great, amber eyes. Round, owlish maybe, sharp and startled and… rapt. “You really drove a mule train across the desert for a year?”


  John smiled tightly. “I did.”


  “It’s all right,” intruded Clive, an undertone of humor to his voice. “Go ahead and brag a little, Ware. You were preparing a paper for the Royal Geographical Society, weren’t you?”


  “That’s right. A paper.” He’d been spying, of course. Drawing maps, carrying messages. But he had written a paper. “About irrigation.”


  “You mean those ingenious clay canals?” Lady Lily leaned forward and the bodice of her dress gaped enough to reveal the deep, shadowed crevice between her full breasts. She reached out as though she would touch him, but paused with her arm floating midair. He imagined a warm palm on his biceps, a light rake of her fingers down his forearm. She smelled like jasmine, sweet and cool. “I remember riding through some sugar fields—”


  “Darling,” interrupted their hostess, Lady Sewell, swishing up behind Lady Lily and clasping both of her shoulders. She gave Lady Lily a little shake, coupled with a chiding laugh. “Enough of these horrible stories! We know you’ve been through an ordeal, but you’re home now!”


  “You’re right, Lady Sewell.” Lady Lily’s arm fell. She straightened and cast a quick glance about the room before letting her gaze settle on Clive for the first time since he’d made the introduction. “I forgot myself.”


  “Was this in Egypt?” John pressed. “I’d like to hear more.”


  Lady Lily flashed a smile that stopped his heart. Openmouthed, unrestrained, the apples of her cheeks squeezing her eyes into a pair of warm golden slivers. “Are you a good listener?”


  “I believe so.”


  “How odd.” She tapped him with her fan—his forearm, where he’d imagined the scrape of her nails, but this touch established distance rather than bridging it—and slanted a quick, sly glance at Clive. “Odd things, I’m told, are highly suspicious.”


  And that was it. She slipped away, weaving through the guests and melting into another conversational group with practiced ease.


  John touched the spot on his arm where her fan had hit. “I think she passed your test.”


  “I’m sorry,” said Clive. “The opportunity was too good to pass up. She idolized you as a girl.”


  “This is in poor taste.”


  “But it will work.” Clive clapped him on the shoulder, scanning the room for his next target. “And that’s what matters.”


  §


  Lamplight streaked across her vision. Lily turned away from the sconces, but the light hadn’t changed. Her heartbeat had. Her humors, her nerves. At the edge of her vision, silk gowns vibrated with intense, saturated color.


  “Lily?” Her father steadied her with a hand on her elbow. “What did he want?”


  “Want?” She swallowed a giggle. Nothing remotely funny had happened, but she could hardly contain herself. “Who?”


  “The Duke of Clive,” whispered her father, low and vicious. “What did he say to you?”


  “Oh, him.” This time the giggle almost got through. “Your nemesis.”


  “Answer the question.”


  “He wanted me to meet John Tacitus Ware.”


  Her father scanned the room, connecting the name with the face. Lily didn’t have to. His portrait may as well have been burned onto her eyelids. Eyes like burning tar, framed by deep crow’s feet. Unruly hair cut too short.


  “That’s his strategy? Resurrecting Ware and setting him after you?” Her father. “He’ll regret that.”


  “No need for threats.” Lily smiled giddily. “I saw right through him.”


  “John Tacitus Ware is not a man to trifle with,” he warned. “He’s dangerous. Unpredictable.”


  “Oh, Papa.” Lily gave her father’s cheek a fond pat. Foolish to bait him, but she couldn’t help herself. “All men can be trifled with. You taught me that.”


  He made a sour face. “Are you well?”


  She felt like she was breathing champagne, and the bubbles would carry her away. “I do believe I might have a headache.”


  “I’ll have the carriage brought ‘round.”


  Lily watched her father thread his way through the crowd. While she waited for him to return, she drifted into a conversation about the Russian plenipotentiary, who had apparently bewitched Lord Palmerston with his elegant dancing. The participants discussed the matter with obvious deep affront.


  Lily bit her lip to stifle a guffaw and slipped away to the door. She crossed paths with her father as she skipped down the stairs and gathered her things. A footman opened the door and she stepped out into the heavy evening air while knotting the strings of her bonnet underneath her chin.


  She craned her head back, but the city’s light and smoke blotted out the stars. A sulfur-yellow, low-hanging moon brooded over an empty sky.


  John Tacitus Ware.


  She wished she could introduce him to her younger self. I’d like to hear more. At fourteen, fifteen, she would have expired from delight. That clipped, intense way he had of speaking—she’d have rehearsed it in her mind again and again, thinking of all the different ways he could have meant it.


  She still might, at that.


  A footman helped her into the carriage. The springs creaked as she settled into the cushioned bench, and the door clicked shut behind her just as the one opposite swung open.


  Lily jumped.


  Nothing stirred. Light street noise filtered in, rumbling and clopping and a thin thread of violin from the Sewell’s salon. The shadowy trees rustled.


  The door stayed open.


  The carriage didn’t advance.


  Lily shifted along the bench seat, careful of her skirts, and peeked out.


  Ware stood by the rear wheel. He offered her his hand, smiled like a pirate. With teeth. “Let’s take a walk.”


  Perfect.


  Impossible, but perfect.


  The laugh that Lily had been holding in broke free. She leaned into his hand, kid-gloved and rock-steady, and floated to the ground.


  Ware eased the door shut and hustled her into the cover of Hyde Park’s greenery. Side by side, they watched her father’s carriage roll down the street. What on earth would happen when some poor footman opened the door and found the compartment empty? Panic, fear, chaos—oh, she wouldn’t think about it now. Later.


  “Where are we walking?” Lily asked.


  “You live in Grosvenor Square?”


  “That’s right.”


  A flame flared in the darkness, rising from the tip of a lucifer, and danced across the planes of Ware’s cheeks as they hollowed, pulling air through a cigar he clamped between his teeth.


  He blew out a puff of smoke. “This way, then.”


  He took a few steps. Enough for her to realize he’d heard her answer and headed, intentionally, in the opposite direction. Not toward Grosvenor Square. Away from it.


  “Do you have a destination in mind?” Lily asked lightly.


  He half turned. “No.”


  She hesitated. Too late. Always too late.


  “There’s no trick,” he promised. “I’ll see you home safe.”


  “A liar would say the same.”


  The red tip of his cigar traced a slashing downward line. Wisps of smoke drifted up, past his impassive face. Chiseled, every inch of it, as though by a brilliant sculptor working with an intractable material. All the skill in the world, and yet—and yet this clay refused to cooperate.


  He’d been stubborn before he was born, John Tacitus Ware. She’d wager on it.


  “It’s what I do,” he said finally. “What I used to do, anyhow, whenever I came home. Places are like skins. You leave a part of yourself behind when you go. Stay away long enough and the old skin doesn’t quite fit when you return.”


  “So you walk?”


  “It helps.”


  Was that why she wanted to follow him? Because some echo of her past self lingered here?


  He had been thrown at her, like a fisherman’s lure. A bright feathered fly, a gleaming translucent egg. The woman she had become could resist temptation. It was the callow girl she had been who went to him and said, “Well then. Lead on.”


  They cut through Hyde Park. The noises of the street faded quickly, replaced by the quiet crunch of their footsteps on the grass. Lily held her skirts up but the damp seeped through the soles of her thin slippers in seconds. She’d have to throw them out when she got home. Five minutes into this adventure, and already something had been ruined beyond repair.


  “Do you know,” she said, “I was sent away to school when I was young. A strict place, the sort that promised to make headstrong girls docile—you won’t be the first to wonder how they failed so abysmally at their stated goal, so we can skip right over that.


  “I got into the habit of sorting through trash that came out of the instructors’ dormitory,” Lily continued. “I’d creep out at night and hunt for contraband like a gleaner in a field of scythed wheat. Spent tobacco, bottles of laudanum with a few drops left at the bottom, stale sweets. Eventually, bit by little bit, I’d have something worth trading to the other girls.”


  “The ragpicker of Mayfair?”


  “The school was in Sussex, actually. Country air being more conducive to good morals. Can you guess what I always kept for myself? What I never showed the other girls?”


  “Not the tobacco, not the opium…” Ware sucked meditatively on his cigar. He had a pale, muscular mouth, the bottom lip a little overfull. “I’m afraid to find out.”


  “Newspapers,” Lily answered. “They were forbidden to pupils but not to instructors. That’s how I first read about you. Sitting in a closet with a stolen newspaper, reading by the light of a candle stub I’d nicked from a bin.”


  “How old were you?”


  “Thirteen, fourteen. I hated that school. Dull, suffocating place.” She hadn’t thought of Whitcomb Hall in years. The memory was… well, come to think of it, not so awful anymore. She’d spent a good portion of her years abroad similarly engaged. Picking through dirt, looking for buried treasure.


  She’d found it, at last, and lived to regret it.


  At thirteen, she wouldn’t have understood how triumph could serve as the advance guard for loss and disillusionment. Wouldn’t have believed it, if she’d been told. “You seemed so free. Like you could do anything you wanted. It was the perfect fantasy for a girl who felt confined, and hated it.”


  Ware snorted. “You shouldn’t talk so much.”


  “Oh, now, Mr. Ware.” Lily bumped into his side, sending a chunk of ash from his cigar scattering into the damp grass. “You’re here to make me talk, and I know it.”


  He gave her a quick, startled look. Guilt. And then one side of his mouth curled, rakish and… admiring. “Shouldn’t you put up a fight?”


  Lily laughed. “Would that make you feel better?”


  “Yes,” he answered, utterly serious.


  “Then fighting would be counterproductive. I’d only be encouraging you.”


  That half smile broadened. His whole expression eased, and he looked more like a man she could like: engaged, unafraid.


  “Ah, and now I’ve gone in the wrong direction entirely,” she teased. “You see how inept I am. A helpless victim, and you—clearly the villain of the piece.”


  “You laugh,” he said, as they stepped out into the street again. Life teemed around them, horses and carriages, men in stiff hats and stiff suits, women hidden—always hidden. “But these are serious matters. Lives will change, not just today but for years to come, based on what is decided here in London. You have been to the Orient. You have lived there, side by side with people who must have meant something to you.”


  “Lives will change,” Lily echoed. It had grown dark, but they stood in a pool of bright light. Behind them, a gas lamp mounted on a slim iron pole hissed quietly. “Perhaps I decline to be responsible.”


  “That’s not a choice you can make.”


  “Oh, Mr. Ware.” Lily turned her best smile on him, brilliant enough to incinerate all replies. “Watch me.”


  While he blinked, dazzled, Lily signaled a hackney. She gave the driver her direction, climbed onto the seat, and didn’t look back until the little vehicle had rolled away.


  She allowed herself a little peek as they turned the corner. Ware caught her at it, of course.


  Chapter Four


  Predictably, she found Hastings House in chaos—servants scrambling about in a panic, wondering where she’d gotten to.


  Lily rested her hand over her heart. “Goodness, what’s this about?”


  “Lady Lily,” said Rundle, always the calm at the center of a storm. “You’re well.”


  “Of course I am.” She feigned wide-eyed confusion. “The carriage left without me so I took a hackney instead. I’m sorry if you worried.”


  Rundle’s heavy jowls quivered, but no matter how obvious her lies, he would never gainsay her. Unfair but useful. “I see. I’ll speak to the coachman.”


  “It was an honest mistake, I’m sure.” Lily leaned in, lowered her voice. “I’d be distraught if he were dismissed on my account.”


  Rundle’s brows, bristling like a pair of porcupines, drew together.


  “I’ll speak to my father about it,” she added. “We shouldn’t lose a competent servant because I’m a dawdler.”


  She passed into the house and up to her bedroom. It hadn’t changed much since she left it, ten years before. The finial on the top left bedpost still unscrewed. The thin pry bar she’d hidden inside had rusted, but hadn’t been confiscated. And the floorboard she’d loosened while still a girl still popped up when pressured just so.


  She lifted a velvet-wrapped object from the hidden compartment and, pinching the soft fabric, rolled a pearl fully the size of a ripe orange into her cupped palm. White as the dawn on morning dew, al-Yatima took Lily’s breath away every time she looked at it.


  Ware thought she was a pawn, he a player. Her father believed the same.


  They were both wrong.


  Armies had taken the field. Powerful men gathered, here and across the seas. No one thing could turn the tides.


  Except, maybe, this one thing.


  While the caliphs ruled from Damascus, al-Yatima had hung in their capital’s Great Mosque. Later, when the center of power shifted to Baghdad, the great caliph Harun al-Rachid had worn the pearl in his imperial regalia. By the time the Mongols swept in from the east, it had been moved to the Ka’aba, in Mecca.


  The Mongols had sacked Mecca. Picked the treasury clean. And al-Yatima disappeared from history. For hundreds of years, until the moment Lily dug it up from the earth, the pearl had slumbered in the arms of a skeleton.


  The pearl’s history gave it power. It was a direct link to another time—to the early caliphs, the great empires, an era whose memory burned brighter the more distant it became.


  After the last great battle at Nezib, the Sultan had no army to speak of. His navy had defected to Mehmet Ali. A little push—the right symbol, perhaps—might make the transfer of authority complete.


  She could deliver that push. She held the power, quite literally, in the palm of her hand.


  She put the pearl back in its hiding spot. Fit the board back into place. She hadn’t lied to Ware. She could enter this game as a queen—but she would not play.


  She’d already caused enough bloodshed to last her a lifetime.


  §


  Lord Wilsey was a burly, barrel-chested man who stood well over six feet tall. His sheer physical presence filled a room the moment he entered it, and he’d developed particularly gentle, gracious manners to compensate. Now, with his hair turned gray and a stoop in his shoulders, he had the air of a wandering friar.


  “Thank God you’re here,” he said in his low, rumbling voice, squeezing John’s shoulder in one heavy hand.


  “I came as quickly as I could.”


  “And I owe you an explanation for that.”


  Wilsey occupied a fine townhouse with an excellent address, furnished without pretension. The homeliest items—the scratched tables, the mended cabinets—were the oldest and the finest, passed down for generations. John had always found Wilsey’s home welcoming, in much the way of Wilsey himself.


  They settled in a library stocked with hunting trophies and souvenirs rather than books, windows flung open to invite the sluggish summer breezes. Wilsey called for tea and paused by the bell pull before lumbering over to an armchair.


  “I have a favor to ask.” Wilsey stared into the middle distance, unseeing, while his hands moved restlessly, as though he were washing them. “I am sorry to place this burden on you. If I were even a little younger—but I’m not. There’s no one else I can turn to. No one else I can trust.”


  John grabbed hold of Wilsey’s wrist and gave it a shake, to stop the nervous fiddling. When the older man looked up, John said, “Tell me what you need.”


  “It’s Amelia.” Wilsey chewed at his lips. “She has—”


  “Go on,” John urged. “What happened to Amelia?”


  “Preyed upon,” Wilsey said haltingly. “Ruined.”


  “What?” Last he’d encountered Wilsey’s daughter, more than a year ago, she’d been a bright young woman on the cusp of adulthood, as thrilled by her first Season as she’d been eager to poke holes in the experience with wry comments and sly anecdotes. He’d thought She’ll do fine, with some pride, and left for Yorkshire. “That can’t be.”


  “She was… lured,” Wilsey continued. “By a man with a reputation so black—”


  “What was she doing in the company of such a man?” John stood, raked one hand through his hair. Wilsey hadn’t called him to London to ask for a tongue-lashing. That didn’t make it any easier to hold himself in check.


  “The guilty party is a man of some standing. A peer of the realm. And though his reputation is well-known, his rank persuades many to turn a blind eye.”


  “Who?” John snapped. “I want a name.”


  Wilsey looked him squarely in the eyes. “The Earl of Kingston.”


  “Hell and damnation,” John whispered. It couldn’t be worse.


  “He tricked her,” said Wilsey. “Deceived and misled her. My daughter—my sweet, innocent little girl.”


  John dropped to one knee. “I’m sorry, Wilsey.”


  “You must kill him,” said Wilsey. “He cannot be allowed to live. For what he’s done to Amelia—for what he’s been allowed to do, for so long, to so many girls. Put him down like a dog, and it will still be better than he deserves.”


  “A murder,” John said slowly, shocked despite himself. “In cold blood.”


  “Hot or cold, it’s no matter to me.” Wilsey’s mouth puckered into a knot. “I’d like to spit on his grave before I go to my own.”


  “And Amelia?” John asked, looking away. “What have you done for her? Is there anything I can—any help I can give?”


  “My wife and I are taking steps,” Wilsey continued. “She’ll marry soon, and if we’re lucky, word of this tragedy will never spread.”


  John frowned. “Marry? Are you sure…?”


  “I will not have her shamed,” Wilsey said. “Can you imagine the consequences? No. This ends now. She will marry, and you will be my instrument of vengeance.”


  Vengeance. Just the word heated his blood. But to kill a peer. A well-known man, though not a well-liked one. One misstep, and he’d be forced to flee the country—or find himself on a gallows, sentenced to hang by the neck until dead.


  “Tell me you will kill him,” Wilsey pressed. “I need to hear it.”


  John hesitated.


  “Amelia is upstairs in her room right now, crying herself dry,” Wilsey said, more forcefully now. “As she has been every day since… She is your sister, John. You have a duty.”


  It was the first time Wilsey had ever named their relationship so precisely. The first time that, for all his efforts to forge a paternal bond, he hadn’t simultaneously traced the boundary between them. A silent understanding that neither of them would speak the truth aloud.


  “I’ll kill him,” said John.


  “Look at me when you say it.”


  John met Wilsey’s eyes. “I will kill the Earl of Kingston. You have my word.”


  “Oh, God.” Wilsey buried his face in his hands. His broad, stooped shoulders shook; his voice thickened. “You can’t know—what it’s like to feel such rage for the first time in my life now, when I’m too weak to act.”


  “No,” John agreed, and hoped he never would.


  He stood.


  “You’re leaving?” Wilsey sounded surprised.


  Ordinarily, John would have stayed all day and on through dinner. He looked forward to catching up with Wilsey’s wife and children almost as much as Wilsey himself. They were times when he truly felt a part of the family, even though Wilsey was the only one who knew—though Lady Wilsey must have guessed, by now.


  But though their bond might be strong enough for Wilsey to call on him in his hour of need, John did not care to intrude. This pain was too private.


  “That’s probably best.”


  In the street, he tapped his hat on and debated his next move. Unpleasant tasks had to be addressed quickly. Otherwise doubts began to fester; excuses sprang up like weeds.


  But he had to be careful, too. He’d lay some groundwork by quizzing Clive, who always knew everyone’s business. He owed the duke a visit, anyhow, after the previous night’s sortie.


  The weather holding fine, John made the journey on foot and found Clive at home with his new duchess—a woman with a serene heart-shaped face and ancient eyes, her smooth skin marred by a tattoo-like blemish on her cheek.


  An interesting contrast to Clive’s blue-eyed, blond perfection.


  They sat on opposite sides of a sunny salon. She at a desk by a tall window curtained with gauze, several bottles of ink arranged around her in a semicircle. He at a sofa, elegant and spindly, upholstered in blue-gray velvet. Sheaves of paper lay on the cushions to either side and in stacks on the low table before him.


  “What did you make of Lady Lily?” Clive asked, stacking the papers in his hand atop the pile to his right.


  John sat down in a sturdy armchair. “I found her aggressively uncooperative.”


  “In general? Or with you in particular?”


  “In general.” She took delight in being uncooperative—that was a trait, not a tactic. “And perhaps just for the fun of it. I can’t see that she has any personal agenda.”


  “How do you rate your chances of success?”


  John glanced uneasily at the duchess. She looked back, mild and direct.


  “No secrets here,” said Clive. “Speak freely.”


  John shifted in his seat. “It’s hard to say. Better than zero.”


  “Then carry on.” Clive waved at the papers at his side. “If you have an opportunity, see if she knows anything about an orphan.”


  “An orphan?”


  “We have word from Constantinople that the French are in a panic about an ‘orphan girl.’ They tracked her down, then lost her, but seem to have put a great deal of manpower into the search.”


  “What kind of orphan?” John asked. “A child, I presume? Of what nationality?”


  “I don’t know,” Clive answered. “The information I have is frustratingly vague. I’ve pressed Ponsonby to pursue the matter in Constantinople, but it will be some time before I have a reply. In the meanwhile, if this ‘orphan girl’ ties into our treaty negotiation, Hastings might already have the information we seek.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.” Lady Lily didn’t intend to cooperate, but she clearly had a tendency to chatter. And that meant that she might let something slip. “What do you know about the Earl of Kingston?”


  Clive snorted. “Same thing everyone knows. He’s a cad.”


  “I rather like him,” countered the duchess, twisting in her seat. She draped her milky white arms over the arched back of her chair and propped her chin on clasped hands. The sun formed a halo around her thick dark curls.


  The horror on Clive’s face perfectly expressed John’s reaction to this statement.


  “I acknowledge that he can be charming—” Clive conceded.


  “That’s not it at all.” A spark of humor made the duchess’s eyes dance and the corners of her mouth curve up. Such a subtle play of emotions would be unremarkable on a more expressive woman—or on a woman like Lady Lily, who seemed to bury all her true feelings beneath effusive displays—but, on the duchess’s inscrutable face, had an air of high drama. “Have you ever known him to be charming?”


  “No,” admitted the duke.


  “Nor have I,” she said. “He isn’t ‘charming’ at all. He’s direct and abrasive, to everyone. But he’s witty, and very keen.”


  “And untruthful.” John nudged the conversation back in the direction he wanted it to go. “An unrepentant liar.”


  “No one in this room is in any position to throw stones at a man for telling lies,” said the duchess.


  John disagreed. Sometimes lying was necessary. Sometimes it was inexcusable. The vast no-man’s-land between those two extremes could be misleading, but not in Kingston’s case. John couldn’t press the point without revealing his purpose, however, so he took a different tack. “You profess affection for this man, Your Grace?”


  “I understand why people hate him.” The duchess tipped her head to the side, momentarily winsome. “But yes, I do. There’s something about him—”


  “He’s handsome,” interrupted Clive.


  She turned a sly smile on her very, very handsome husband. “That does count rather strongly against him.”


  “Do you have any idea where I’d find Kingston?” John asked.


  “He usually eats at his club,” Clive answered. “The Athenaeum.”


  “Really?” The Athenaeum was a club for artists, writers, scientists. Men of intellect. Unlike most clubs, it admitted members based on their accomplishments, not their breeding—and included women among its rolls. Not the sort of place where he’d expect a man like Kingston to find a home. “How’d he make the list?”


  “He fancies himself a patron of the arts.” Clive shrugged. “The club is in debt. It’s well-known.”


  “Would you say it’s a point of pride for him?” John asked. “Being admitted into intellectual circles?”


  Clive hesitated.


  “He is not a proud man, Mr. Ware,” said the duchess.


  “He’s vain,” countered Clive.


  The duchess nodded. “He is vain.”


  A villain who was vain but not proud. A patron of the arts. Kingston sounded like a man of little substance, obsessed by appearances. That was enough to work with, for the moment.


  “Could I trouble you for pen and ink before I go?” he asked. “I’d like to send a letter.”


  The duchess sat him down at her desk. John quickly scrawled a note. His years abroad had brought him into contact with several members of the Athenaeum Club. Of those, he judged Jack Pym most likely to offer help on short notice.


  Pym had published two books of poetry while he was at Oxford. They’d caused a sensation, but—as far as John knew—Pym hadn’t written a word since. He floated in and out of artistic circles, alternately wistful and resentful.


  John sealed the letter and gave it to Clive’s butler to post. When he returned to his London home in Belgrave Square later that afternoon, he found a reply from Pym waiting for him. A brief note offering to meet in front of the club that very day, before dinner.


  John found Pym slouched against one of the marble columns of the Athenaeum’s elaborate portico, a raised platform lined with double columns and crowned by a gilded statue of Athena. Tall and slim with overlong hair, Pym leaned against a column with his head bent over a palm-sized book bound in white leather.


  He jumped when John hailed him, concentration giving way to a broad, lopsided smile.


  “There he is! The wandering scowler, the ubiquitous hermit, the keeper of mysteries no one cares to unravel. It’s been too long.” Pym took John’s hand in a firm grip, clapping his other around John’s forearm and squeezing firmly. “What brings you to London? Who pried you out of your country burrow? I’d like to send him a note of thanks. Perhaps a gift—would brandy be appropriate?”


  “You know, Pym, you’re the only person I’m ashamed to tell.” John returned the rough embrace. “It was Swann—I mean Clive. He’s a duke now.”


  “You ought to be ashamed.” Pym waved for John to accompany him inside. “Didn’t he kick you hard enough the last time? You were shitting your own teeth before he was done with you.”


  “He offered to have me reinstated as a consul.”


  Pym whistled low. “Bastard.”


  “He knows how to bait his hooks,” John agreed.


  They passed through the lobby and into the grand hall. John drifted toward the doors to the Coffee Room, not much occupied at this early hour, and the diners that he saw were older than Kingston. John pointed to the staircase. “Drawing room?”


  “If Clive wants you in London, it must have something to do with the upstart in Egypt,” said Pym, as they took the steps side by side.


  “Many a great dynasty begins with an upstart,” John dodged, as they crossed the landing.


  The drawing room faced the street. Sunlight streamed onto a polished wood floor, chandeliers glowed overhead. Chairs and sofas were positioned to catch the most light, overflowing bookcases to shelter from it.


  John spotted Kingston immediately. He was hard to mistake, with his distinctive looks. Very tall, very lean, with a tumble of jet-black hair and compelling angular features. The young earl paced along the wall, walking right toward them, a book in one hand and most of his attention turned to the shelves, scanning titles as he passed.


  “Mehmet Ali,” continued Pym. “Bit of a Brutus, isn’t he, turning on the king who made him?”


  “You could say that.” John stepped out of the way as Kingston passed and turned to follow.


  “I could.” Pym kept pace as they trailed Kingston through the drawing room toward the South Library. “But you wouldn’t?”


  “Only a poet would parse it so fine,” muttered John.


  “If you’d rather I don’t read between the lines, Ware, you’ll have to start answering me in complete sentences.”


  “If you prefer. You’re quite right, of course.” John scanned the library. Built-in shelving crammed with books spanned all four walls from floor to ceiling—an impressive distance, too. A pair of catwalks braceleted the room, reached by a thin spiral stair, to give access to the upper shelves.


  Kingston had paused by the table, hands splayed across the back of an empty wooden chair. He stared into space, head slightly cocked—eavesdropping on the trio of men clumped in the corner.


  “Mehmet Ali started out as a small tobacco dealer in Macedonia. A nobody from nowhere, and he would have stayed that way, if not for the Ottoman army and the Sultan who raised him high.”


  “Then what—”


  John held up his hand to cut Pym short. One of the three men in the corner had just said Lady Lily’s name.


  “I thought she was dead?” said one of the others, ruddy and hale, only just beginning to run to fat.


  “So had I,” chimed in the last, short and mustachioed.


  “All felicity to the family, but I’m sorry to hear she’s turned up at last.” The speaker, tall and thin with a balding pate, was the first to have mentioned Lady Lily. “I hate to ruin the last image I have of her.”


  Mustache sounded very nearly breathless when he said, “Were you there, when she—”


  “At the Heaven and Hell Ball,” confirmed tall and thin. “I’ll never forget it.”


  “Ladies so rarely improve with age,” drawled the ruddy one.


  “And that lady in particular—the wild ones wear the fastest,” said tall and thin.


  John almost corrected him. No, he wanted to say, she’s fresh as new milk. Lively and… untarnished.


  But then he wondered. What had she done to get such a reputation? What sort of ball would put a light in a grown man’s eye, years after the fact?


  And he couldn’t speak. He could only imagine her, round-cheeked and unseasoned, but still with that carefree laugh. And her smile—that last one—bright as a bonfire on May Day, with the same primal appeal.


  A hot, sick shiver skittered down his spine. What had these men seen, what did they know, that he didn’t?


  “Ware?” said Pym. “Are you all right?”


  “Sorry,” John replied, grateful for the interruption. “I was just…”


  Kingston had vanished.


  John retraced his steps, but the earl had left the Drawing Room, as well.


  “Damn and blast,” he swore.


  “Are you going to explain what just happened?” Pym asked.


  “No,” John said shortly. “But I’ll stand you dinner.”


  Pym flashed a lopsided grin. “That’ll do.”


  Chapter Five


  Her father had not told her that the theater would be grand. When she stepped out of the Hastings carriage, she had to stand on the very edge of the pavement to see the whole facade, styled in imitation of a Greek temple. A row of stone arches framed doors of polished wood, all of them shut.


  Well, what had she expected? It wasn’t yet noon.


  Lily circled around to the back of the building, as plain as the front had been imposing. But the street was clean, swept clear of debris, and a wedge of cracked wood propped open the sole door in the exterior wall.


  When Lily peeked inside, she saw a narrow stairwell and a young man polishing the wooden banister. By the smell of it, he’d soaked the rag in his hand with lemon oil.


  “I’m looking for Lord Bexley?” Lily hovered on the stoop. “Do you know where I might find him?”


  “This way.” The young man waved her into the stairwell and led the way up several flights of narrow stairs to a securely bolted door. The stout wood thudded dully when the young man knocked, and then, when they heard footsteps approaching from the other side, he skipped back down the stairs.


  One of the most beautiful women Lily had ever seen opened the door. Petite, poised, with thick dark hair coiled in a crown atop her head and full petal-pink lips parted in an automatic smile. She wore a dressing gown of red-and-gold brocade, cut for a man and oversized, with little heeled slippers but no stockings.


  “You must be Lady Lily!” exclaimed this exquisite creature. “You look just like your brother.”


  Lily blinked. “I do?”


  “I suppose you haven’t seen him in a while, have you? We should fix that.” Her almond-shaped dark eyes twinkled with easy humor and she swung the door wider. “Why don’t you come in? I’m Caroline, Lady Bexley—if you have any interest in being sisters, I invite you to call me Caro.”


  “You’re Adam’s wife?”


  Lily followed Caro down a short hallway into a spacious sitting room full of mismatched furniture, pots of fresh flowers scattered about to scent the air, and paintings crowding the walls. A canary sang from a cage by the window.


  Her brother lived here?


  Her staid, responsible brother—always the good sibling, and she the bad—her father’s obedient, well-mannered little doppelgänger.


  “Not what you expected?” asked Caro.


  “To be frank, no. Not at all.” Lily touched the young woman’s shoulder, to soften her bluntness. Her new sister-in-law was really rather extremely short. “It appears I underestimated him.”


  “Mother of God,” bit out a deep, male voice.


  Lily turned toward the sound and laid eyes on her brother for the first time in a decade. He’d grown into a great strapping beast of a man, handsome, confident—all his early promise realized. More. He had a proud bearing but he’d lost the grim self-control that had marked him, in ways that went well beyond the physical, as his father’s son.


  He’d broken free.


  Not like she’d done. Not so dramatic, not so frantic. But he’d found a way.


  “Did you just swear in mixed company?” Lily swiped tears from her eyes. Gracious, her cheeks were drenched. “Who stole my brother and put a changeling in his place?”


  “And I was ready to accuse you of being an impostor. You’ve beaten me to it.” Adam advanced a step, his expression awestruck. “I didn’t believe it, but it’s true. Lily, you’re alive.”


  Lily threw herself at her brother. Wrapped her arms around him and held on as tightly as she’d ever gripped anything in her life. Underneath his smooth tailoring, he was all muscle and sinew. It was like hugging a statue, no give at all.


  “I’m so sorry,” she whispered into his ear. “I am so sorry.”


  And then he was crying, too, his arms a vise around her ribs, and they all pretended not to see until he’d mastered himself again.


  “What happened to you?” Adam held her at arm’s length, his eyes red-rimmed but warm. Her throat closed again. “I looked for months. You disappeared into thin air.”


  “Oh, well—I had to be clever about it, didn’t I?” Lily tried to smile and failed. “I can only imagine how awful things would have been if I’d tried to run away and been caught.”


  “So you really did run?” Caro asked. She drifted to Adam’s side and slipped her hand around his elbow. Like a wife. Heavens. Adam was married. She had expected as much, but to see the way they formed a barricade against outsiders just by touching one another. The silent communication that passed between them, so quickly she couldn’t glean anything from it.


  She’d had that, not so long ago. Rustem had tried so hard to understand her. In the early days, she hadn’t spoken a word of his language, an odd Turkish dialect incomprehensible to anyone from more than one hundred miles away. While she struggled to adjust to a new world and a new life, he’d focused on her alone. He’d learned to read her so well that he could respond to her desires before she even had them.


  “Some people feared you were kidnapped,” Caro said.


  “Oh, yes.” Jerked out of her memories, Lily began to chatter. “I planned it very carefully, actually. Visited during the pilgrimage season—that was the key—so that once I reached the streets I’d be able to leave the city quickly, without being noticed. I offered to take a pair of street children to Mecca, if they’d pretend I was their mother along the way. I bought a set of clothes, they showed me how to wrap the veil, and we traveled together all the way to Damascus.”


  “Bloody hell, Lily,” Adam swore. “I can’t believe you took such a risk… You’re lucky to have survived.”


  Lily blushed. “I shouldn’t be so proud of myself. I knew you’d suffer, and that was the only thing I really regretted.”


  At least, it had been when she’d gone out the window of their hotel. Later, on her way east, she’d had time to regret all kinds of things. But that had been pure self-indulgence. Adam she had hurt.


  “You could have talked to me,” he said.


  “No,” Lily said sharply. “I don’t think I could have.”


  He stiffened but didn’t object. That deflated her faster than a denial could have, and she softened her tone. “It’s not your fault. Not your burden to bear.”


  “You didn’t trust me. That is my fault.”


  Lily shrugged and smiled helplessly. “Did you trust me?”


  “Yes.” He spoke with such dreadful intensity she almost recoiled from it. Would have, if she’d known him less well. “Of course I did.”


  Then she had possessed a treasure, and she’d squandered it before she understood its value. If she had known, she probably would not have acted any differently: it had given her such pleasure to throw her life away.


  “So I have more to be sorry for than I knew,” said Lily.


  “No. I mean that you never let me down. Not until…”


  Lily laughed. “Not until you got home from Egypt?”


  “What were you thinking?”


  “Who says I was thinking?” Lily grinned. “But if we’re going to ask one another difficult questions, I’m going to insist on going first: Papa tells me that you aren’t on speaking terms. That I had to come visit you because you won’t set foot in Hastings House.”


  Adam nodded. “I try to avoid it.”


  “Really?” Lily raised her eyebrows. “Papa’s good little boy?”


  “Not anymore,” said Adam grimly. “From the gossip, it sounds like you’re taking my place.”


  “Just for a little while,” Lily said. “It can’t be helped.”


  “If you find that you can’t bear him anymore, come to us. I promise you, Lily. You’re not alone.”


  “I will, Adam.” Lily gave him a quick, hard hug. “Thank you.”


  The front door clicked open and slammed shut as a man’s silky smooth voice called out, “Adam!”


  “No,” Lily whispered.


  “Adam,” continued the new arrival, still shouting down the corridor. “I’ve just heard a wild rumor—came straight here and—”


  A man rounded the corner. Tall, lean, and so long-limbed as to be almost gangly, despite the sinuous grace of his movements. Perfectly tailored in black and white, with a checked cravat and some sort of yellow gem winking from his silver cufflinks.


  The Earl of Kingston.


  Alfie.


  Though she could only see traces of the young man she’d known in the one who stood before her. He’d always been handsome. But time had stripped away the awkwardness of his growing years and left him devastating. His eyes were carnal, knowing, and cold—the color of ice. Inky hair tumbled over his pale forehead in loose waves. Chiseled cheekbones, thin nose, lips as soft and pink as a rose.


  “Lily,” he breathed, and in all her life she had never heard two syllables so thoroughly drenched in longing. It was impossible not to respond, at least a little. A shiver that started at the base of her spine. A catch in her breathing.


  Her reaction shamed her. At her weakest, when she’d succumbed to self-pity and homesickness, this was the image she had tortured herself with: herself as a simple-minded dupe, squandering her love on a heartless rake.


  Lily smiled reflexively. “He comes right in?”


  “Be calm,” said Adam. “Please.”


  Calm.


  Her brother gave the man who’d seduced his sister freedom of the house, and he wanted her to be calm?


  “He goes or I go,” she said evenly.


  “Lily, please,” said Alfie, silky and warm. A bedroom voice, and he didn’t have shame enough to keep it where it belonged. “Let me explain.”


  Her upper lip curled.


  “I know what you think—” he began.


  “Then you know I don’t want to see you.” Lily interrupted. “You know I don’t want to hear your voice.”


  “I never meant to abandon you—”


  “But that’s exactly what you did,” she said.


  “You’ve been gone for a long time, Lily,” Adam cut in. “A great deal has happened. If you’ll only listen—”


  Lily rounded on her brother. “How can you defend him?”


  “Have pity,” Adam said quietly. “His mother is dead. His sister is dead.”


  “Pity.” Lily flexed her fingers. She was dangerously angry, now. Liable to do—or say—something truly unforgivable. “He doesn’t deserve it.”


  Alfie went white. Anguish aged him, pulled his fine sharp features tight enough to reveal the skull beneath—and it wasn’t enough. Oh, but she wanted to hurt him. Claw his eyes out. Grind her heel into his throat.


  “I can’t be in the same room with him,” she said finally. “I’m leaving.”


  “Lily!” Adam reached for her, but she dodged and bolted for the door.


  She could not get out, however, without passing by Alfie. He had not moved since he entered, and she could not leave without stepping within arm’s reach. Of course he took advantage—she knew what kind of man he was, didn’t she?—in his insidious, cowardly way. He curved close, dipped his chin toward the hollow of her neck, fingers brushing butterfly-light along her waist.


  “Mercy, lady,” he purred.


  She barreled through. Ran headlong down the charming corridor to gain the door and threw herself down the stairs. By the time she gained the street, she was gulping air so desperately that her corset bit into her ribs.


  She didn’t pause for breath. She hurried along the crowded thoroughfare, bouncing off of passersby like a billiard ball. They shouted and cursed at her, angry voices following her like a wake.


  A hand at her elbow swung her around, and she snapped out of her daze to find John Tacitus Ware standing right in front of her, a little furrow between his crooked brows. Thin crow’s feet crinkled at the corners of his black eyes, soft with worry.


  “Lady Lily,” he said, his voice so steady she could balance herself by it. “I worried you might not recognize me.”


  She mastered herself. Laughed lightly. “Not recognize you? Impossible. Are you fishing for compliments, Mr. Ware?”


  “I wouldn’t turn one down.” He split the flow of traffic around them with his broad back, standing close enough that she could pick apart the spices in his cologne. White pepper, the green tang of cedar, and underneath it all something dark and mossy that went straight to her head like a mouthful of snow. “You arrived home safely last night?”


  “And even managed to spare the poor driver a reprimand,” she confirmed.


  “Good. That’s good. Are you alone? Do you need an escort?”


  “Why—yes, that would be very kind of you.”


  “My pleasure.” He fit her hand around his elbow. Rested the heel of his palm against the tips of her fingers and pressed, so she felt the warmth of his skin through their gloves. It made her feel stronger, less rattled. “Am I taking you home?”


  Lily let her gaze slide up the solid muscle of his arm to the stubbled column of his throat, the sharp jut of his chin and, above that, the banked smolder in his dark eyes. She shivered. “That would be best.”


  Arm in arm, they progressed along the avenue. Lily tipped her face up, trusting Ware to guide her. She took a slow, deep breath, and then another. The sun shone pale in a muddled white sky. Clouds gathered to the south, tinged with gray, but it wouldn’t rain for hours, maybe days. This sort of weather could never make up its mind.


  In Acara, where Rustem made his home, the sun struck down like a hammer all summer long and she’d lie in the shade during the heat of the day, too hot to move or sleep or think. When the clouds came, they massed up in angry knots and chased one another across the blazing blue sky, trailing black shadows along the ground.


  It had taken her six months to travel from the ruins of her home in Acara to London.


  Six months.


  All along the way, she’d dreamed of these mild fair days, so gentle and welcoming. Of Hastings House, safe and familiar. A hug from her brother, who forgave her. She’d thought her wishes far-fetched, and yet they’d been granted.


  But her father still preyed upon weakness; Alfie still preyed upon desire. She had fought these battles before, and she hadn’t won. She had grown wiser, certainly. But had she grown any stronger? Evidence seemed to suggest… not.


  Ware stepped aside, pulling her against him, to avoid a trio of women walking in the opposite direction. Her shoulder fit into the crook of his. Their hips bumped, perfectly aligned.


  They separated. Fell back into step.


  “Will you tell me what happened to upset you?” Ware asked.


  “I’d rather not,” Lily answered, without any heat. “I’ve had a shock—best to keep the conversation rather dull. Fine weather today, don’t you think?”


  “Very fine,” he agreed. “Have you heard about the revolt in Syria?”


  “Not dull enough,” she chided.


  Ware groaned, but his mobile mouth retained its good-humored curve. “Won’t you settle for a distraction?”


  “Oh, very well.” Lily sighed. “Yes. I’ve heard.”


  “And does the news have any bearing on your support for Mehmet Ali?”


  “England hasn’t gathered her armies in defense of the Syrian people.”


  “Why quibble about motive? Forget about ‘why’—it’s what we do that counts. Judge the results.”


  This echoed what she had said to Alfie so closely that Lily stumbled to a halt. She had refused to hear his reasons, insisted that they were irrelevant. If she were consistent, she would have to agree with Ware. But she could not.


  Ware stepped close again, sheltering her. “Have I upset you?”


  “Our intentions matter,” said Lily slowly. “Even if they are not… decisive.”


  “Are we talking about the same thing?”


  “No.”


  “Lady Lily.” Ware cleared his throat. “If someone has caused you offense—even if by accident—”


  “What will you do?”


  “Offer my assistance,” he answered. “You have only to ask.”


  Lily rubbed the corner of her eye and laughed ruefully. “And now I must question your intentions.”


  “In this case…”


  She flicked her gaze up, but the only thing she could read in his expression was surprise. He was either the best spy ever to serve Her Majesty’s government, or the worst. The most bumbling or the most insidiously clever.


  “Go on,” she urged. “In this case…?”


  “You’re right to question,” he admitted. So reluctant and sincere that she heard the words, understood them, yet felt they must mean the exact opposite.


  Oh, she was in more trouble than she’d known.


  “Why, Mr. Ware.” She tapped his forearm and ducked her head, simpering. “Honesty is the last thing I expected from you.”


  But instead of picking up her light tone, he grew more somber. “It is dawning upon me, Lady Lily, that you are not so easy to fool.”


  “And flattery, too. You’re a dangerous man today.”


  “You’re funning me.” He sighed and resettled her hand on his elbow, repositioning himself a few inches farther away. “Shall we continue? I promised to escort you, not to delay you.”


  The noises of the street flooded back, the rumble and creak of wheels, conversations flowing past, pigeons cooing on a windowsill overhead. But, no. The city had never been silent. It had only seemed that way.


  A few minutes later, they turned the corner onto Grosvenor Square. The fence curved before them, enclosing a tree-studded oval of grassy parkland. Hastings House stood just down the way, the tallest and the grandest on its block. Impossible to miss.


  “I’m sorry,” said Ware. “I meant to soothe you, and I’ve upset you instead.”


  “Troubles ahead of me, troubles behind me.” Lily shrugged. “What I wouldn’t give for a bit of quiet.”


  One side of Ware’s mouth hitched up and his eyes crinkled. “Quiet?”


  Lily nodded.


  “I’m not sure I believe you.”


  Lily shot a bright, easy smile his way. “You are an unusually skeptical sort of man.”


  “True.” Ware leaned in a bit. “But if you’re looking for quiet, I know just the place.”


  “Oh?”


  “Would it be possible to leave your house undetected? At night, I mean.”


  “Careful, Mr. Ware. I may have to take offense.”


  A deep crease appeared in one of his cheeks, bracing his lopsided smile. “My apologies. I meant no disrespect.”


  Lily waited for him to continue, but he didn’t. When the silence began to grow uncomfortable, she crossed her arms and huffed. “What’s your proposition?”


  “I’d hate to cause you distress.”


  She narrowed her eyes. “Speak, or bid me farewell.”


  “There’s something I’d like to show you—a place. A little more than an hour’s drive outside the city.”


  “At night?”


  “The time of day won’t diminish its appeal,” he assured her. “And… this place… will be quietest at night.”


  “What is ‘this place’? Why won’t you tell me?”


  “Because I have guessed, Lady Lily, that you are the sort of person who likes surprises.”


  Lily hesitated. “You won’t take any liberties?”


  “You have my word.”


  “What time?”


  “Eleven. Meet me at this corner.” He bowed. “Wear sturdy, practical clothes if you have them.”


  Sturdy, practical clothes? Rats. Now she was curious.


  Lily watched him stride away. He swaggered, limbs loose and shoulders swaying. Confident, but not at ease. His black hat and suit were no different than any other man’s, but he couldn’t blend in.


  He didn’t belong.


  Lily continued inside, preoccupied by that final view of Ware. She had expected that they would be more alike. She had modeled herself on him—or on her vision of him, the outline she’d pieced together from his books and filled in with her imagination. The Ware of her imagination had been brash and irreverent, with a big laugh and an easy manner. He made friends easily but formed few attachments, took foolish risks and laughed at himself afterward—loudly, from his belly—and never ran out of clever quips.


  It disconcerted her that the real John Tacitus Ware was so different from the one she had imagined. He was more solitary, more considerate, more private. Sadder, too.


  Over dinner that evening, her father asked about her visit to the theater. “What did you make of Adam? You must find him changed.”


  “For the better,” she answered honestly.


  He paused with a fork halfway to his mouth, held it a beat, and then finished his bite, setting the silver down in perfect silence. “His household is a disgrace.”


  “Have you seen it?” Lily asked. “I have the impression that he wouldn’t let you in even if you deigned to pay him a visit.”


  His lips thinned. “He’s made a spectacle of himself.”


  “The Adam I knew wouldn’t have dared. I wonder what you did to drive him away?”


  He raised one eyebrow. “Lily.”


  “Was it very nasty?”


  “I encouraged him to put the family first—as I have always done myself.” He tried a sharp look on her, both disapproving and expectant. His most parental expression. “And always will.”


  “Well, that explains everything. It was always so difficult to make Adam behave responsibly.”


  Her father sighed and picked up his fork. Dismissing her, ending the conversation.


  “If you ask me, he’s never looked better,” she continued. “Perhaps you ought to reconsider your priorities.”


  “Adam is blind to reality. He shuns me, but he lives under the shelter of my protection. At my sufferance. You, I think, are more clear-sighted.”


  “I survived without you. I could do it again, if I had to.” Lily kicked her chair back and stood. When you lose your temper, you lose the fight. That’s what he’d always told her, and she could see that his opinion hadn’t changed. That didn’t stop her. “What would you be without your children?”


  A tweed-clad redhead entered the room just then. He hovered by the threshold, pale and freckled, something pinched around his mouth.


  “What is it, Jones?” asked her father.


  Lily left. Nothing good would come of continuing the conversation. Back in her room, she readied herself for bed, then paced her bedroom for hours, waiting for the hour hand on the clock to wind its way around the dial.


  Finally, she discarded her night clothes and donned a new set. The most practical she could find in the limited wardrobe she’d acquired since her arrival. A sturdy gown of twilled cotton, mourning black as all her clothes were. A veil, to hide her features, beneath a soft felt cap. A pair of sturdy half boots and, because she didn’t have anything else, silk stockings tied up with red ribbon garters.


  There. That would do.


  At ten-thirty, she quietly climbed through a ground-floor window. She left it open a crack for her return and walked boldly out to the square. After a minute standing at the corner, shivering in the evening chill, an ancient coach-and-four rumbled to a halt in front of her.


  John Tacitus Ware opened the door and offered her his hand.


  Chapter Six


  Despite the mild weather, Ware wore thick leather gloves and a heavy coat. He’d laid his hat aside and greeted her bareheaded, his dark hair unfashionably short and mussed, bristling in every direction.


  “You came,” he said. “I wasn’t sure you would.”


  “Really?” Lily grinned. “I never doubted that you’d show up right on time.”


  He tapped the roof of the coach to signal the driver. The carriage bounced into motion as she settled into the cushions. They were very deep, very soft, a little lumpy. Showing their age.


  It was not a new vehicle, but neither was it shabby. The interior boasted luxuries her father, who never hesitated to display his wealth, would have scorned. Door handles made of cut crystal. A ceiling so densely painted with gold leaf that she could hardly see the rich wood beneath. Cushions of cream silk with brocade trim and tasseled valences that swooped over the high seat backs.


  “What an… astonishing vehicle,” she said.


  Ware grunted.


  “You must have spent some time selecting all the appointments,” she added. “Making it just so.”


  “My father did.” He opened up a basket at his feet, lifted out a towel-wrapped bundle about the size of a brick, and offered it to her.


  “Your father?” Lily took the bundle. It was heavy, hot to the touch, smooth beneath the toweling. She shifted the cloth to reveal a stoppered glass bottle. “What’s this?”


  “Tea,” answered Ware. “Very strong. In case you’re not used to late nights.”


  Lily set to work loosening the stopper. “Does he still make use of it?”


  “No.”


  She glanced up from the stopper, surprised by his curt tone.


  “He’s dead,” added Ware. “Both of my parents are.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.” And then, returning his confidence with one of her own, she said, “My mother died giving birth to me.”


  “And your father never remarried?”


  “No.” She finally got the stopper loose and plugged the neck of the bottle with her thumb. But the steam scalded her, so she yanked it right back out. “It’s all very tragic. They were madly in love but hardly saw one another because of the war—Adam and I were conceived during the brief moments when he had leave, you see—and then, by the time it was all over, he came home to a tombstone.”


  “A cruel fate—for both of them.”


  “Terribly cruel,” Lily agreed. “He never speaks of her, but a man in the prime of life with two small children—one of them a girl—ought to have remarried. I don’t think he ever considered it.” She lifted her veil, hefted the bottle, and took a tentative sip. The hot liquid burned her tongue; the bitter tannins stripped away what was left. She put it down with a splutter. “You could tan leather with this!”


  “The sugar must have settled at the bottom. Here, give it back.”


  She corked the bottle and handed it over, so he could shake it. The next sip was thickly sweet, smooth and smoky. She sighed happily, burying her hands in the bottle’s towel swaddling to warm them. “Oh, heavenly.”


  He raised the shade over the nearest window. Light rippled over their knees as the carriage rolled between the gaslights—skirt pointed in one direction and trousers the other, perfectly parallel. Hunched forward, he looked pale and over-keen, a chink of gaslight trembling on the surface of his pitch-black eyes.


  “Could you try not to look so ominous?” Lily teased.


  “I can close the shades again.”


  She laughed at that, and his lips quirked. He flicked the shades and then abandoned them, relaxing against the cushions and propping his booted foot up on her bench.


  “You’ve nothing to fear from me.”


  “Oh, Mr. Ware. There’s nothing more frightening than false assurances.” Lily smiled lazily. “But you know that.”


  “Say the word and I’ll have my driver turn us around, take you home.”


  “No. I like to be a little afraid.”


  One of his eyebrows notched up, cynical and weary. “Let me guess. It makes you feel alive? A little spice to liven up the bland monotony of your days?”


  “Oh, no. Just the opposite. It keeps me from being carried away by the moment.”


  She supposed, by the silence that followed her answer, that she’d managed to surprise him.


  “Fear is medicine for me, Mr. Ware. I ought to take it more often.” Lily let her head loll on the cushions. It was strange to go out at such a late hour. She felt very relaxed. Tired but energized, lax but tingling with anticipation. “The things I would do if I weren’t afraid.”


  He nudged her hip with his foot. “Like what?”


  “Oh, I hardly have a notion. My mind wanders off in that direction and soon enough I’m having fits of sensible, no-nonsense thinking.” Lily shivered theatrically.


  He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t believe you.”


  “No? I suppose you’ll have to guess, then. How good is your imagination?”


  His expression tightened, and the carriage went dark.


  They’d passed the last of the gaslights. The horses picked up speed on the smooth macadam of the highway, harnesses jangling, only a pair of lanterns fastened to either side of the driver’s perch to light the road ahead. They swung in rhythm with the horses’ rolling gait, illuminating the front wheel, the thick grass along the verge. Not much else.


  She didn’t see Ware reaching for her until his hand closed around her ankle.


  She gasped.


  “Would you do something like this, if you weren’t afraid?” he asked.


  “Perhaps,” she admitted. And, because it was important, she asked herself the question: Why does this frighten me? The answer came easily: Because he is playing a role, and I am not.


  His hand inched upward.


  Lily’s shoulders stiffened. She ought to stop him. This could not end well—even starting was a mistake. Perhaps an inevitable one. But he kneaded, big strong fingers digging into the dense muscle of her calf, leaving behind a sweet ache as he climbed toward her knee. Slow and sure, gentle even.


  But bold, too.


  Her skin prickled along her neck and scalp. Her mouth dried out. How far would he take this, if she didn’t stop him?


  Her whole body seized up, except for the little piece of it he held, which melted under his touch. She could not have stood up if she’d tried. His thumb, smooth with callus, slid over the ribbon-and-lace garters holding up her stockings and brushed the inside of her knee.


  “That’s enough,” she said shakily.


  “So. Now I know how long it takes for you to start feeling sensible.” He swept his thumb over her knee again. “If I try again a little later, will the results be the same? Or will I reach a little farther?”


  Lily drew up the leg that Ware hadn’t grasped and kicked him beneath the chin. Not hard—just a tap—but his jaws came together with a clack and he yelped in pain.


  “You promised to take no liberties.”


  “I did.” He spoke through fingers pressed tight to his lips, in a thick voice. “My apologies.”


  Their carriage halted, at last, in a nondescript clearing. A dark wood loomed to one side of a broad clearing, evidence of industry arrayed along the other: sturdy carts with empty yokes, several rickety sheds with tin roofs. Right in front of them, between these two contrasting tableaux, rose a low hill into which a door had been cut.


  The driver helped Lily out while Ware flipped a pair of hooks and lifted the bench seat he’d been sitting on. He propped the seat on his shoulder and extracted a pair of lanterns from the storage compartment beneath. Glass rattled in the metal frames as he handed them one by one to the driver, who held them steady while Ware lit a lucifer. The sharp scent of sulfur bloomed with the flame, which he carried to the wicks.


  “Where are we?” Lily asked.


  “Chislehurst.” Ware tromped through the grass to a squat wooden door, fastened by a thick padlock. Lily trotted behind and squeaked when he pulled a pair of thin metal sticks from his vest pocket.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Opening the door,” Ware answered, probing the padlock with his sticks.


  “We’re trespassing?”


  “It’s an active mine. Lime.” The padlock opened with a snick and Ware yanked the door wide. The driver approached with the lit lanterns, handing one to Ware and the other to Lily.


  “Why are we here?” Lily gripped her lantern tight and followed Ware into the darkness. He led her along a wide path that sloped down, into the depths of the earth. Her voice echoed back at her as she lobbed questions at Ware. “Have you involved me in some criminal activity? Are we here to spy on someone? Or work mischief?”


  “Would that upset you?”


  “I do like surprises, Mr. Ware. Surprise visits. Surprise gifts. Pleasant surprises. When it comes to breaking the law, I prefer ample warning.”


  “I know the owner of the mine. He’s a friend.” Ware twisted round. Shadows swooped ghoulishly around his toothy grin. “But I’m glad to have finally found a risk that you aren’t eager to take.”


  “We only met this week. It can’t have been very difficult.”


  “A fair point. I should be praising your circumspection.” He pulled a watch and a folded sheet of paper from his pocket. “Now, if you’ll humor me, we’ll play a game.”


  Lily held her lantern high. Pale, smooth, squared walls. A level ground. Overwhelming dark in every direction. How far down had they gone? How many tons of rock lay overhead? She shivered. “A game?”


  “That’s right.” He unfolded the paper, revealing a map. “This cave has three entrances. We’ve descended via this one. I’ve sent the driver on to the northernmost entrance. Here.” He pointed. “Do you see?”


  She examined the cave’s grid-like structure until she could answer confidently, “Yes.”


  “The challenge is this. Navigate to the northernmost entrance in under an hour, using only the map.”


  “You have a rather… unique understanding of the word ‘game,’” observed Lily.


  “You can refuse,” he said. “It’s not a long walk. I can lead you through, or we could cross aboveground.”


  He sounded calm and reasonable, but she heard the voice of a little boy hiding in his words. I don’t care what you think. This wasn’t special to me anyhow. Don’t you dare think otherwise.


  “You know this place,” said Lily slowly. “And not just from studying a map.”


  “Yes.”


  “How curious.”


  Ware’s expression smoothed into a blank mask. Stupid man. He shouldn’t have brought her here. He shouldn’t have shown her this side of himself. Even if he hoped to wrestle sensitive information from her, he was paying a hefty price—and from his own account, not his employer’s.


  “I’ll play your game,” she said.


  “Care to wager on the outcome?”


  Now the boy had retreated, and left the man behind. He’d tried for an easy, casual demeanor, but he didn’t dissemble as well as he thought he did. He’d planned this.


  Time to tread carefully.


  “What would the stakes be?”


  “A question,” he answered, handing her the map. “If you can’t finish in the hour, I’ll have the right to ask you a question. Any question, and you’ll answer honestly, to the best of your knowledge.”


  “But what if I beat your time? I don’t need any answers.”


  “Then name your prize.”


  “Something of equal value.” Lily tapped one finger against her chin. “If you had the opportunity to ask me any question you like, my answer could be very useful indeed.”


  A shadow of doubt flickered across Ware’s face.


  “I’m right, aren’t I?” Lily smiled. “I wonder what you would win tomorrow if you walk away with the information you crave tonight.”


  “A substantial reward,” Ware acknowledged.


  “A secret, Mr. Ware.” Lily enunciated each word with relish. “If I win, you will keep a secret for me—no matter how valuable it should become.”


  “I don’t understand. You’ll tell me a secret, so that I can keep it?”


  “No. I’ll claim my reward when the need arises.”


  “You’ve requested something of equal value. Exactly equal.” His eyes narrowed into black slits. “I must accept.”


  Lily smiled. “I might even have the advantage.”


  “We’ll never know, will we? That would be impossible.”


  Lily snapped the map taut. “Shall we begin?”


  Ware clicked open his watch. “On five… four… three… two…”


  She progressed confidently at first. Down a narrow passage, unmistakable on the map, that opened into a honeycomb of live rock. Their lanterns bounced light off of pale stone pillars laid out in rows. They showed bright white on the first row, a dim slate gray on the second, every row beyond that shadowy and indistinct.


  But the columns she couldn’t see, she could count on her map. So far so good.


  The gridded section fed them into another tight passage. It narrowed and turned and twisted, until Lily lost her bearings. No matter; the map would show her the way. She hurried into the next open space, where she could orient herself afresh, but a flapping noise and a flicker of movement at the corner of her eye made her squeal and drop her lamp.


  Ware snatched it up before it hit the ground. He took her gloved hand in his and, holding her eyes the whole while, slowly folded her fingers around the thin metal handle.


  “Are you all right?”


  Lily licked her lips.


  “Bats are harmless.” His voice, low and rich, had all the color and warmth the cave could not provide. “Nothing to worry about.”


  She could almost believe they were alone in the world. No future, no past. Just the present, always fleeing, and the man at her side.


  “I’m not worried.”


  His hand drifted up her arm to her elbow and lifted away slowly, inch by inch. “Good.”


  Lily blinked. Then looked down at her map and had no idea where she was. She knew which chamber she’d entered, but couldn’t see to the far walls or match any of the visible features around her to the map.


  The dry, powdery air made her tongue stick to the roof of her mouth. She couldn’t swallow. She turned and turned, but only felt more lost. Stranded in a little pocket of air scratched out of the earth, with tons and tons of rock poised right over her head. The cave could collapse at any minute.


  She inched closer to Ware until she could absorb his human warmth, his living scent. He stood still, and he showed no fear.


  “What is it that draws you to this place?”


  “I like caves of all kinds,” he answered in his low, syrupy voice. “It’s pure discovery. The only thing to do is find your way.”


  “The only thing to do is find your way,” Lily repeated. She’d have to think about that later, once the clock stopped ticking. “How much time do I have left?”


  He checked his watch. “Thirty minutes.”


  She hadn’t felt the time passing. Not at all. But if she had thirty minutes, thirty would have to be enough. She tamped down a spasm of panic and picked a direction at random. She’d walk in a straight line until she reached the perimeter. Then she’d follow it around until she could match the contours against the map.


  She walked straight into a dead end.


  “Twenty-two minutes,” Ware warned.


  “If I want to know, I’ll ask,” snapped Lily. She examined the map, turning it until she’d found the little cul-de-sac, matching it on the map with an L-shaped pillar only a few feet distant.


  Rats. She’d veered off course. They’d have to backtrack.


  “It’s the opposite of that conversation we had before, isn’t it?” Lily asked, picking her way through the darkness.


  “What conversation?”


  “If you wander through cities always catching on cobwebs of your past, this must be your cure. All this blank darkness.”


  “If you find it hard to adapt—”


  “I don’t.” Lily whirled on him, holding the lantern to his face. “But now I know that you do.”


  He flinched away from the sudden brightness, his cheek and temple glazed stark white.


  “Everyone who travels for any length of time experiences a feeling of dislocation.” He took a step away from the light, still squinting. “Of being foreign to one’s own home.”


  “I’m not talking about a feeling, Mr. Ware. I’m sensing a compulsion. When did you last leave England?”


  His eyebrows, thick and crooked, twitched. “Two years ago.”


  “And how often do you descend into these caves?”


  He didn’t answer.


  “I know what it is to wander blind. To go in circles, round and round. I did it for years.” Lily narrowed her eyes, triumph making her sharp. A little mean. “And I did it because I was lost.”


  Her next turn took her out of the gridded area to a section of oblong pillars and uneven corridors. Perfect. She continued on, trying not to race ahead as the tunnel gradually narrowed.


  Minutes later, they were standing in the moonlight, a soft summer breeze rushing past. Lily spread her arms and twirled. Even the air felt different, soft with moisture, alive with scent.


  “Fifty-five minutes,” said Ware, clicking his watch shut. “Congratulations, Lady Lily. You’ve won the wager.”


  She curtseyed. “You have to admit, it’s better this way.”


  “No,” he said curtly. “I don’t.”


  “Ah, well. I’m here because I enjoy your company. I suppose you’ve never pretended to feel the same.” Lily smothered a yawn. “What time is it?”


  “Two o’clock in the morning.”


  “As late as that? I’m glad to see the carriage waiting. All of a sudden I can hardly keep my eyes open.”


  “Go ahead and get in while I lock the door.” He’d used his picks again, to get them out.


  Lily climbed into the carriage and relaxed into the cushions, eyelids drooping to half-mast. Soon Ware joined her and the driver wheeled the horses around, guiding them back to the road.


  “You were right.” Lily tried to rouse herself. “It was good to forget about everyone for a bit. To just…”


  “Explore?”


  “Yes. Satisfying.”


  “The kind of quiet you were looking for?”


  Lily laughed. “No, Mr. Ware. Not even close.”


  The carriage bumped and swayed along the highway. Ware pulled down the shades, sealing them in total darkness. Just like the tunnels, Lily thought drowsily, snuggling into the cushions. Wasn’t he tired?


  The carriage bounced enough that she couldn’t fall asleep. But she wasn’t awake, either. Keeping her eyes open exhausted what little mental energy she had; there wasn’t enough left over for even the most basic speech.


  A warm hand on her knee. A firm shake. Lily started; the carriage didn’t seem to be moving anymore.


  “You’re home,” said Ware.


  Lily rubbed her eyes with the heels of her palms. Oh, bother. She still had to sneak back into her room, and she was too tired to stand, let alone climb through a window. It seemed a Herculean task. She’d want a lion’s pelt at the end of it. Perhaps a constellation in her name.


  “Tell me about the orphan,” said Ware.


  “Hmm?”


  “The French are looking for an orphan girl.”


  An orphan girl. Of all the ridiculous things… Lily laughed aloud.


  And then, all of a sudden, she was wide awake.


  “That,” she snapped, pushing open the door, “was a dirty trick.”


  “Is it a code word?” he pressed.


  Lily hopped down to the pavement and twisted round to glare. “I’m afraid it will only work once.”


  He held her gaze. “I’ll keep what I learned secret. That was the bargain.”


  Lily raised her eyebrows. “No, you won’t.”


  He froze. “No?”


  “I’m not cashing in my chip yet, Mr. Ware.”


  He hadn’t expected that. Didn’t like it. Perhaps he’d had to bargain with himself, to justify the ambush. Perhaps he’d persuaded himself that he could try anything, so long as they’d be even at the end of the night.


  Perhaps he feared the damage she could do, forcing him to keep an even more valuable secret. He ought to.


  Lily smiled. “Don’t you wonder why not?”


  And then she slammed the door in his face.


  Chapter Seven


  The butler led John through the Clive townhouse and out a pair of French doors to a small, well-tended garden. A fountain burbled in front of him, flanked by a pair of empty benches. It wasn’t until the butler tipped his head toward an arbor decked with climbing roses that John spotted Clive and his wife.


  The duke and duchess sat inside the tunnel of greenery, well-screened by crisscrossing branches. John started toward them; the butler faded back into the house.


  Bees flitted among perfumed flowers in full bloom—fanning out from a wooden beehive stationed by the high stone wall enclosing the property. The heavy scent, the murmur of water, the humming bees settled a lazy, deep-summer calm over the garden.


  The couple fell silent as he approached. The duchess shook a bee from her wrist and rose before he entered the arbor. She wore a white gown, plain but well made, accented with a single ruby-red brooch. She had something of Clive’s sphinxlike quality, and it made him uneasy.


  “A pleasure to see you again, Mr. Ware.” She smiled blandly. “I can’t stay, but please be welcome.”


  Clive snatched her hand as she turned to go and pressed a kiss to her bare fingers.


  “You are incorrigible,” she chided, before gliding away.


  “Well?” Clive asked, spreading his arms along the bench back and crossing one ankle over his knee. “You have some news?”


  John nodded and sat down opposite. “I have good news and I have bad news. Take your pick.”


  “Let’s get the bad news out of the way.”


  “I’ve burned my bridges with Lady Lily.” He kept his tone matter-of-fact. This was a report, not a confession. “I doubt I’ll be on the receiving end of any further confidences from her.”


  Clive cocked one perfect blond eyebrow. “Why don’t you skip to the good news?”


  “You’re on the wrong track in your hunt for this ‘orphan girl.’ I don’t think it’s a human being at all.”


  Clive leaned into the conversation. “You’re certain?”


  “Fairly certain. I had to trick the information out of Lady Lily, but yes. Fairly.”


  “But she knew what you were talking about,” Clive pressed. “She recognized the word.”


  “More than that. When I brought up the orphan girl, she laughed.” Matter-of-fact, he reminded himself. Clive didn’t need to know about his second thoughts. Would not be sympathetic if John stopped to explain what it had cost him to take advantage of a sleeping woman. “It was a particular kind of laugh—the meaning was unmistakable.”


  “Am I to understand that you’ve sacrificed our best chance of getting an ear inside Hastings House for the sake of a laugh?” Clive winced. “And the tenuous interpretation you’ve given it?”


  “Not tenuous,” John insisted. “You’ll have heard a laugh like this yourself, a time or two, when you’ve said something so wrong it’s absurd. So wrong it’s laughable. This ‘orphan girl’ you’re looking for—I don’t think it’s a girl, and I don’t think it’s an orphan, either. At least not in any literal sense. It’s a code.”


  “So. Two dead ends, and nothing certain.” Clive pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ll be honest, Ware. It surprises me to find your abilities so severely compromised by disuse. I expected more—and, yes, better.”


  John scowled and rubbed the back of his neck. “Lady Lily is no fool.”


  “You might be alone in that opinion,” drawled Clive.


  “She is a widow with a—a scandalous past. She is familiar with this dance, while I…” His cheeks burned. What was he supposed to say? Aside from my relatives, my experience with women does not extend beyond a few brief encounters, by and large commercial in nature. She is toying with me, and I am falling for it. He took one look at Clive, urbane and chilly, and swallowed the words. “I am not suited to this work.”


  “Should I be worried about sensitive information that you’ve revealed?” Clive asked, sharply now. “Have you put the Foreign Office—or any of its employees—at risk?”


  “No!” John swore under his breath. “No. Of course not.”


  “Then what, exactly, is the problem?”


  “Perhaps there is some other task? You can make better use of me, Clive.”


  “You’re capable, Ware. And I value your insights. But you have to understand—a man who sabotages the work he’s given so that he can do the work he wants has no place in an organization like the Foreign Office.”


  John stiffened. “I see.”


  “It might be that you’re on to something, where the ‘orphan girl’ is concerned—to date, no one else has come to me with better information.” Clive sighed. “Think about what you want, Ware. I can’t offer you a different assignment, but if you change your mind about Lady Lily, the door’s still open.”


  John nodded. “I’ll see myself out.”


  He made his way across the garden back into Clive’s townhouse and, through it, back to the street. Standing on the pavement, he felt as though he’d laid down a heavy burden. Relieved, yes. But also weightless, adrift without an anchor.


  Perhaps Clive had been right. There had been an element of self-sabotage in his behavior, the night before. Of panic, if he were honest with himself.


  He’d set a trap for Lady Lily, and she’d caught him in it.


  It ought to have spurred him on. Goaded him to fight harder, turn the tables. Instead, he had been delighted. Stupidly pleased to see her twirling victoriously in the night air. Poleaxed by the casual, offhand way she’d said, “I’d like to enjoy my time with you.” As though she were too relaxed and happy to hide the truth, and he were all the prize she needed.


  She knew that he’d been sent to spy on her, and still she greeted his every appearance like a treat to be savored. How could he defend himself against that?


  He couldn’t.


  So he had taken drastic action, and it had backfired in every way possible. He had behaved dishonorably. He had violated the trust of a woman he admired. And he’d lost any chance of returning to the work he found most satisfying.


  Still. There was a bright side. He now had all the time he needed to plan a murder.


  He proceeded to his next destination, the British Museum. He found his friend Miles Waterman, curator of Greek and Roman antiquities, in his spacious, light-filled office, chipped busts on pedestals staring out from the corners and fine marble friezes mounted on the walls.


  Waterman looked up from his desk at John’s knock, and a broad smile spread across his face. “John Tacitus Ware! Where the devil have you been?”


  “London has never been my favorite place.” John clapped his friend roughly on the back. “Though you seem to be thriving.”


  “Couldn’t ask for a better place to work.” Waterman was a short man and he’d always been very slender, though he’d developed a small, round belly since Ware had last seen him. “So many exciting pieces coming to light these last years, and the museum’s making acquisitions. Whole new world for scholars.”


  “I read your last book.” John peered at a frieze. A procession of some kind. Men on horses wearing helmets, gesturing and reaching. “Impressive work.”


  “Kind of you to say so. It’s been well received,” acknowledged Waterman.


  “I’m not surprised.”


  “What brings you here? Can I give you a tour?”


  “No. I had a question, actually. Do you see much of the Earl of Kingston?”


  “Well, yes, actually. He’s a patron of the museum.” Waterman winced. “You don’t have any sisters, do you?”


  John didn’t answer.


  “Nieces?”


  “You’ve got it backward. Actually—I need to deliver a warning. I won’t say who’s after him, but everyone deserves a fair fight, don’t you think?”


  “Ordinarily I’d agree without a second thought, but Kingston puts every rule of honorable behavior to the test.” Waterman rubbed his temple and smiled thinly. “I’d hate to lose his funds, though. He’s generous. You might look for him in the Reading Room. He positively haunts it before a major auction.”


  “Any of those coming up?”


  “The Cantliffe estate will go on the block next week—sad story, that. Did you ever meet old Cantliffe?”


  “I’m afraid not.”


  “Good man, but his son is more interested in horses than art, and he can’t afford both.”


  “Thank you, Waterman. I owe you one.”


  Chapter Eight


  Lily’s teacup clinked and shrieked as she turned it idly on its saucer. The tea inside had long since gone cold. Her toast, made from bread baked fresh that morning, lay half eaten on her plate underneath a long, spiral curl of orange peel.


  Rustem had taught her how to peel oranges in one long strip. He’d hold the fruit with one hand, knife in the other, and carry on a conversation—looking at her, at the servants, at the potted roses the courtyard—while he worked it around and around. She’d found it mesmerizing.


  One lazy morning early in their marriage, her robe had slipped open while he peeled and the sight of her bare breast had so distracted him that he’d cut his thumb. Deeply enough to leave a scar. Later on, he’d pretend to cut himself sometimes, as a joke. He’d wince and yelp and tell her she drove him to distraction.


  Lily shook the memory away. She slouched across from her father at the breakfast table, in a room that had once been bright and cheerful. But the formerly yellow-painted walls were now white, and the cheery floral-printed curtains had been replaced with stark black silk. Even the china was severe, thin porcelain cups and saucers patterned with a narrow border of acanthus leaves in silver around the rim.


  A newspaper lay open in her lap. The article that held her attention at the moment wasn’t front-page news. Just an editorial, bottom fold, about a set of sculptures in the British Museum.


  They’d been removed from their original home atop the Parthenon, in Athens. No. That sounded too gentle. They’d been prized out with chisels and pickaxes. Now they bore the name of the vandal who’d hacked them loose, Lord Elgin. The Elgin marbles, to be found in the British Museum’s Elgin Saloon.


  The article demanded that Britain return the sculptures to Greece. In the wake of a hard-won independence, the young country’s new king had set about collecting antiquities. A new Greece would rise on the foundation of its ancient glory.


  Collecting art, the article argued, was an act of nation building. By keeping the sculptures in London, Britain held Greece’s future hostage.


  “You spend too much time reading the paper, Lily,” said her father from across the table. He looked gray in the morning light, skin thin and papery over his fine bones.


  “I’d think you’d want me to be up-to-date with current affairs.”


  “In moderation,” he replied. “And with less fidgeting.”


  Lily folded the paper over her index fingers, so she could look him in the eye. “Shall I find a different occupation? I promise that whatever I choose will irritate you more than quiet reading.”


  “Don’t provoke me.”


  “Perhaps I should set up my own household,” mused Lily. “I had quite an inheritance settled on me, didn’t I?”


  “And how will you gain access to it? Dead women don’t inherit money.”


  Lily tossed the paper aside. She filled her lungs with air as a host of angry replies buzzed on her tongue, and then—miraculously—thought better of it. “I’m going out,” she said instead.


  Surprise kept her father silent long enough for Lily to collect her lady’s maid and call for the carriage.


  She tried to clear her mind as it trundled toward Bloomsbury, but rage fizzled in her blood and heated her cheeks. She was like the poor bloodied bull at a bullfight. Every poke from the toreros maddened her further, until she’d charge at the slightest flash of red.


  She had free will, didn’t she? She didn’t have to make the same mistake, over and over again. She could choose.


  Her father’s high-handedness infuriated her. Always had, always would. But she could keep her counsel. She didn’t have to rush along, barreling into problems, falling into traps.


  It couldn’t be so hard, to think ahead. Plenty of people did it every day. If she wanted her inheritance, she could be methodical about it. She’d start by consulting a solicitor instead of shouting at her father.


  She exited the carriage when it reached Montagu House. A large park fronted the museum, trimmed shrubbery ringing swaths of manicured lawn crisscrossed by gravel paths. A fountain spouted from a round, shallow pool by the street, creating around it a welcome oasis of cool, fresh air.


  She remembered her private garden in Acara with a sudden sharp pang. The little bathing pool with its lapis lazuli tiles. A square of lawn no bigger than a prayer rug. Potted roses that perfumed her bedroom on hot nights. Rustem on the thin pallet the servants unrolled every night to sleep on, reaching for her. And she’d reach back. She’d cling so close that their sweat mingled and she’d wake in the morning smelling of him.


  Lily shook herself, resettling her shawl around her shoulders. At this early hour, the museum was deserted. She passed a few visitors on the way to the Elgin Saloon, but when she arrived, she had the treasures of the Parthenon all to herself.


  Sunshine streamed through skylights into the long, narrow gallery. Lily paced the perimeter, following the frieze, before turning to the sculptures in the round.


  They’d been white once, but centuries of grit had smudged the marble gray. None of the statues from the pediment were whole. All but one of the figures had lost their heads. The tally of hands stood even lower, at zero.


  For all that, they took her breath away. The figures seemed frozen mid-motion, reaching, settling, embracing. So true to life she expected them to breathe, so perfect she knew they could not.


  She sat on a low wooden bench and folded her hands in her lap.


  The French were still looking for her.


  She ought to be angry at Ware, but she’d probably learned more from the exchange than he had. She’d traveled incognito all the way to England. Slept poorly, no matter how long the day, starting awake at every chance noise. But she had never been sure anyone cared enough to follow.


  She had underestimated the value of the pearl. Not just once, but over and over again.


  “My lady?” queried her maid. “It’s too quiet in here. If you don’t mind, I’ll wait for you by the entrance.”


  “Of course,” said Lily, watching the woman slip away.


  People had called Lord Elgin a thief and a robber. Many had protested when the government purchased the statues. Bad enough for Lord Elgin to behave dishonorably—but for England to sanction the crime? Shameful.


  And now a German ruled in Athens as king, and he thought that Greece, struggling and newly independent, could rise again. He’d begun by collecting art. As though a few chunks of stone could make the difference between success and failure.


  How would her own actions compare? Was she a thief and a robber?


  Yes. Yes she was.


  But whose future did she hold hostage?


  “Lady Lily,” came a rich, steady voice from behind her. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”


  Lily turned to find John Tacitus Ware standing at the entrance to the Saloon. He hovered in the doorway, tall and lithe, his black hair glossy with pomade. She didn’t know what to make of his expression—pleased but wary, hesitant and hungry at once.


  “Mr. Ware.” She smiled warmly and held out her hand.


  He advanced. Took the offered hand but paused before he made his bow. “Aren’t you angry with me?”


  “I still think I had the advantage at the end of the night, and I’d hate to be ungracious.” She patted the bench at her side, inviting him to sit. “Tell me. Was my information worth as much as you’d hoped?”


  “No.” He obeyed, laughing ruefully as he settled beside her. “It wasn’t.”


  Lily coated her voice with enough syrup to start a toothache. “I’m so sorry to hear that.”


  “Mockery? I’m not complaining, mind you. I’ve earned it.”


  “A bit of friendly ribbing.” She leaned away, so she could examine him better. He seemed different today. Grave, some of his swagger gone. “I think there must be something you want very badly.”


  His mobile mouth twisted, one corner turning down.


  “No?” she prompted.


  “I shouldn’t want it,” he admitted. “I know better.”


  “And yet…” Lily nodded. “I understand that quite well.”


  Twin divots appeared in his cheeks. Not dimples—more like score lines, signs of weariness or stress. “Lady Lily, why do people think so little of you?”


  “Do they?”


  “There are rumors…”


  She waited, but he didn’t volunteer any specifics. “And?”


  “I’m wondering if they’re true.”


  “Without knowing what you’ve heard, it’s difficult to correct you. But I’ll do my best. It’s very simple.” She leaned closer to him as she spoke, until she could smell his cologne, feel the heat radiating off of his body on her lips. He didn’t move, didn’t seem to react at all. Like an inert substance, solid stone, while she itched with uncontrollable energy.


  If either of them moved an inch, they’d be kissing.


  Lily pitched her voice low and velvet soft. Like an invitation, though she knew that what she was about to say would disgust him. “If you think I might have done something that would lower your opinion of me…” She paused. This might be the last time she got so close to him. That scared her, and the fear spurred her on. Fear would drive her over a cliff one day.


  Her chest felt hollow, her skin a tissue of nerves. She licked her lips. “Then, yes, you will have to lower your opinion of me.”


  She held still for a beat, not breathing, then stood abruptly.


  “Don’t.” He caught hold of her hand.


  He had a firm grasp. Strong, steady. She could almost feel the ground through his toes.


  It hurt her, how much she wanted to complete the connection, fold her fingers around his palm. But she knew what he was here for. Not her, or even any part of her. He saw her as a link in a chain—no doubt he viewed himself the same way—and he only held on so that someone farther down the line could yank.


  She raised one eyebrow. Kept her tone cool. “So forward.”


  He rose to his feet. Cupped her jaw between firm, steady hands and pressed his lips to hers. Soft, simple. A declaration rather than a demand.


  “I just want to know the lay of the land,” he said.


  Oh. Sweet heaven. Just the possibility that he could know, and still want her. Even the illusion staggered her. Brought tears to her eyes that she would not let fall—not right in the middle of the museum, like a child. She swallowed the lump in her throat and bit the inside of her cheek.


  The coppery tang of blood flooded her mouth. Pain chased away her tears.


  She hammered the tremble out of her voice. Hoped she sounded arch rather than overcome. “Treacherous, Mr. Ware.”


  “That’s never stopped me before.” He slid his gloved fingers along her cheek, kid leather soft as butter and so thin she could feel the heat of his flesh beneath. He brushed them along her shoulder, whisper-light, before taking her hand again.


  “Do you see anyone passing by in the corridor?” Ware asked. “Standing at the entrance to the salon?”


  She shook her head.


  He bent his head to her again. Slowly, so that she had plenty of time to shy away. Instead, she tilted her head in invitation. He sealed his lips to hers, urged her mouth open. She obliged and he deepened the kiss, caressing her tongue with his.


  “Were you always like this? Fearless and bold and…” His thumb rubbed rhythmically across her lower lip. “As though the world can’t touch you.”


  Lily smiled faintly. “Mr. Ware, you are touching me right now.”


  “Am I? I’m not sure.” He kissed her again, on the forehead this time. “How do you do it?”


  Lily took hold of Ware’s lapels and used them to steady herself as she rose up on tiptoe, so she could look him in the eye. “Do you want me to tell you the secret? I can.”


  “Tell me.”


  “Someone has denied you something that you want,” said Lily. “Thrown obstacles between you and this object of your desire. I am one of them, am I not?”


  “Yes.”


  “Here is your answer…” Lily paused for a beat. She allowed hope to flare in his expression, so she could have the pleasure of snuffing it out. “Want something else.”


  She let go of his lapels, returned her heels to the floor, and rubbed her palms together as though she were trying to clear away dust.


  Ware’s pupils dilated in his eyes, black against black, almost impossible to distinguish from one another. He licked his lips.


  “I do,” he said roughly.


  “Oh, Mr. Ware. I’m sorry. I really am.” Lily smiled faintly. “But I’m not so easy to fool.”


  He took a step back and took a deep breath, visibly calming himself. “I’m sorry. I’ve pressed myself upon you.”


  “Mmm,” Lily agreed.


  “I’ll leave you to your tour of the museum.”


  “Not the whole museum, today.” She warmed her tone enough to send a message—she wouldn’t take his feints personally, if he could do the same. “Just the marbles.”


  He glanced past her to the statues of the pediment. “I can hardly bear to look at them. They shouldn’t be here. Lord Elgin is nothing but a criminal.”


  “You’re in favor of returning the statues?”


  “I have it on good authority that King Otto has offered to buy them several times,” he answered. “We have no right to refuse. They belong in Greece.”


  “But they’re so beautiful,” she said. “Don’t you want to possess them—just a little?”


  His thick black brows flattened. “No.”


  “How wise you are.” She turned her back on the statues. “Why don’t you escort me out?”


  But when she would have turned toward the entrance, he guided her in the opposite direction.


  “Humor me,” he said. “We’ll loop back around to the front. It’s a longer route, but it passes by the reading rooms. I’d like to take a look inside before I go.”


  Lily saw a familiar figure striding down the corridor when they rounded the corner—very tall and very lean, top hat perched at a rakish angle. She snapped back with a gasp, plastering herself against the wall.


  What was Alfie doing here?


  “The Earl of Kingston?” growled Ware.


  And now he knew.


  Stupid, stupid, stupid. She should have brazened it out. Alfie would have behaved. Probably. And she’d still have her secret.


  “It was a long time ago.”


  It felt like another life.


  “Before Cairo?” His voice roughened and he crowded close enough for his breath to tickle the fine hairs at her temple. Too close to be protective. He was bigger than she’d realized. He took up too much space. “How old were you?”


  Lily laughed. “He’s six months younger than me.”


  “He—how do you know that?”


  “His birthday is March fifth.” She let her head loll back against the wall. Someone had painted a sugar-coated sky across the ceiling of the gallery. Fairy-floss clouds on a field of powder blue. “Mine is in September.”


  “Then why are you afraid of him?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not afraid.” But she kept her gaze on the candied heavens. They were wonderfully peaceful. “Is he gone yet?”


  Ware didn’t look, so she straightened and peeked around herself. Not a handsome rake in sight. She smoothed her dress and would have continued on, but Ware held her back.


  “I don’t blame you,” he said earnestly. “The man’s a notorious rake. A predator.”


  For the first time, Lily felt a stab of pity for Alfie. At hearing him dismissed so easily, in so few words. Judged and found wanting. The boy she’d grown up with, the young man she’d fallen in love with, should have turned out so differently.


  “Innocence is no protection against a man of his type,” Ware insisted. “Anyone could fall victim—”


  “Stop.” He hadn’t said anything she hadn’t told herself for years, but it sounded wrong coming from someone else’s lips. “We grew up together. I have a brother a few years older, he has a sister a few years younger.” She paused. “Had a sister.”


  She hadn’t been listening when Adam told her. The words only penetrated when she repeated them. Georgina had been clever and shy, awkward around strangers but devilish fun with her intimates. She ought to be married, surrounded by babies who all had her twinkling blue eyes. Instead she’d died young—and how?


  Did it matter? Lily had abandoned her to her fate, whatever it had been. She had lost the right to pry.


  Life. How did anyone bear it? How did Alfie bear it?


  “I wasn’t his victim,” Lily said. “I was his friend.”


  “That’s not what it looks like to me.”


  “Then look harder,” Lily snapped.


  And he did.


  His expression shifted. The kindness vanished, but not the heat. Something smoldered in his eyes, dark and speculative. His pirate’s look, made low and carnal.


  Lily shivered.


  “This conversation is over.” Lily sidled out of his reach and smoothed her skirts. Want something else. She would take her own advice, and leave Ware to his filthy thoughts.


  “You’re proud of what you’ve done,” said Ware, his voice flat. “You threw yourself away on a worthless scoundrel and you won’t even admit the mistake—”


  “I did not invite a lecture,” Lily cut in, sharp enough to slice the words right out of his mouth. “If you’re determined to deliver one, you can speak to the statues. Good afternoon.”


  She turned her back to him. It should not surprise her that he should forgive her sins in the abstract, but not in the particular. That he would think her brave so long as she played the role of a victim, and shameless if she did not. He probably thought himself quite tolerant.


  And, well. Perhaps he was. But she would not thank him for it. Nor anyone else. Once she had money again, she would handpick her acquaintances. She would demand more and better. Everyone else could go hang.


  So. To the solicitor’s office, then.


  Chapter Nine


  John tried to put Lady Lily out of his mind as he continued on down the corridor. She had told him what kind of woman she was, and he ought to listen. Treacherous, she said. Unrepentant. More than halfway down the primrose path, he’d wager, and running headlong for the finish.


  But he’d seen the way she recoiled from Kingston. Heard the crack in her voice when she said Then, yes, you will have to lower your opinion of me. She was not as hard as she would have him think.


  But neither was she as innocent as he would like to believe. She was charming. Bright and lovely, full of froth—as though every experience, every emotion, could be shot through with air. But at her core, she was cold and distant as a star.


  Or maybe she just made him feel that way. Earthbound, plodding, slow. Always a step behind.


  He paused at the threshold to the Reading Room, standing well back and out of view. Dust motes swirled lazily in the sunlight streaming through high-set, east-facing windows. Readers spread out among the rows of long polished wood tables, each body anchoring a haphazard tumble of open books. He smelled cologne, citrus wax, and most of all, the dry dust of aging paper.


  Kingston lounged in a stiff chair with one elbow propped on the table, a large folio spread open before him. He turned the pages languidly, without seeming to pay much attention to the contents.


  John had known that Kingston was a seducer. That some unnumbered multitude of women had stumbled away from his bed to find their lives changed for the worse, their prospects dimmed, their reputations sullied. What a shame, he might have said, very sincere. And then forgotten the matter.


  But now he’d seen the devastation Kingston left in his wake. Amelia, crying alone in her room. Lady Lily running away from everything she’d known and loved. Their lives forever changed, turned off course. And to think that Lady Lily defended him.


  John retreated from the Reading Room and explored the immediate area. The spacious corridors and galleries saw regular traffic, very badly suited to crime. But a door near the corner of the building, not far from the Reading Room, gave way to a narrow, dimly lit stairwell.


  John stepped inside the stairwell and closed the door almost all the way. He left it open a sliver, so that he could look through and see who was passing by. And then he paced in a circle, trying to clear his mind, visualizing what he planned to do, concentrating on the mechanics and not the morality.


  This was justice. No more, no less. Fair recompense for the wrongs Kingston had done. John had seen enough evidence to judge. And, in any case, the time to question had come and gone—he had given his word.


  And then he heard footsteps, slow and languid, the leather soles sliding rather than tapping against the ground. His attention snapped to the little sliver of corridor he could monitor from his place in the stairwell. Hardly anyone around. Good. He stepped closer to the door, to broaden his angle of view, and saw the familiar figure: tall, lean, impeccably dressed.


  John lunged out from the stairwell, grabbed Kingston and clapped a hand over his mouth in a single smooth motion, and pulled him back in. It took no time at all. He used his own body to stop his victim from thrashing, and looped his cravat around Kingston’s neck. When he had both ends in his grip, he began to twist. Tighter and tighter, until Kingston’s cheeks flushed crimson and his eyes rolled wildly in his head.


  Almost done. Get this over with, leave, and never think about it again.


  Pain exploded in his groin. He recoiled, vision blurring, the purest agony racing like wildfire up his spine and burning every coherent thought right out of his head. He couldn’t breathe or think or hold himself upright—hell and damnation, he might never walk again.


  When the haze cleared, he was alone in the stairwell. No guards, no police. No imperious earl, eager to turn the tables after such a violent assault.


  Just… alone.


  He ought to leave while he still could. Just because the police hadn’t come didn’t mean they wouldn’t. Instead, he sat down on the bottom stair and buried his head in his hands. Swallowing did not dislodge the knot in his throat; it felt like a fist. Big enough to make every breath a chore, too small to silence the choking noises welling up from the pit of his stomach. He squeezed his eyes shut and bit down on the heel of his palm. A few deep breaths and he’d be fine.


  That turned out to be an optimistic assessment. But he quickly exhausted his willingness to coddle himself. He’d put himself at risk by lingering, and that was inexcusable.


  Time to behave like a man who’d made a career out of getting his hands dirty. He tidied his clothing, scanned the area, and left by a different route than he’d arrived. Walking at a leisurely pace, he arrived home in less than an hour.


  And left the house not long after that, desperate to get out of the city. He took a long ride, circling through forests and heath that remained plentiful beyond the borders of the ever-expanding city. Action, even the facsimile of it—going nowhere, pressing his horse to no purpose—settled him.


  His failure put him at risk. Once Kingston discovered the identity of his attacker, he would retaliate. Either through official channels, by pressing charges, or unofficial ones, by hiring a cutthroat to eliminate the threat to his person. If John wanted to avoid an early grave, he’d have to try again, and soon.


  He had done work he wasn’t proud of for the Foreign Office. He had used people as pawns, and he had lied for a living. For the greater good. But he had never set out to kill a man in cold blood, and he’d learned something surprising in his initial attempt. Even if Kingston deserved to die, murdering him would put a stain on John’s soul.


  Chapter Ten


  The next morning, Lily received the most extravagant bouquet she’d ever seen. Roses and calla lilies, all white, in such abundance it took two footmen to carry the vase across the threshold.


  The note nestled among the flowers read, in a thick, bold script: A thousand apologies, John T. Ware.


  She was admiring it in the front hall—Rundle had stationed the bouquet there, and threatened to split it up for distribution around the house—when her father descended from his office.


  He eyed the flowers with a grimace. “I’m not sure whether to recommend virtue or discretion. You don’t seem to have a strong grasp of either.”


  “If I set up my own household, it might save you some embarrassment,” replied Lily mildly. “Nobody asking questions about what goes on under your nose.”


  “And you think that’s the answer? Clearing the way for further misbehavior?” He twisted his cane. Round and round, scraping the marble floor. “I received a letter from a solicitor. On the subject of making your return official, recognizing you legally.”


  “It has to be done. Why not now?”


  “It would be wiser to ease into your independence.” The twisting stopped, then started again. He was being careful. Choosing his words. “I’m reluctant to hurry the process along.”


  “Oh, Papa. Cautious as ever. I suppose that’s to be expected—age can turn the bravest man a little timid.” Lily plucked a rose from the bouquet and twirled it under her nose. “I don’t mind waiting a while, if that will make you feel better. But the longer you delay, the harder it will be to explain why you’ve kept an unacknowledged lookalike in your house… should the matter ever reach the scandal sheets. And neither of us want that.”


  A small smile curved her father’s thin, hard mouth. “By that logic, I ought to expel you right now.”


  “Oh, you should,” Lily agreed, full of enthusiasm. “Indeed. This very moment. Shall I pack my things?”


  He poked the bouquet with the butt of his jade cane, jostling the flowers and shaking a few petals onto the floor. Lily tried not to smile; no need to rub it in. She’d been brought back into the fold. Her father would not cast her out. He’d stood by family members that caused more trouble, and had less potential value, than she.


  She knew this absolutely—and he knew she knew. But he couldn’t guess what sort of trouble she’d cause; she’d never shied away from scandal in the past. And that gave her a powerful advantage.


  “I’ll think about it,” he said finally. “I’ll need to consult with my solicitor, make arrangements with the bank. It won’t be easy to untangle your inheritance from the rest of my assets, now that they’ve been combined.”


  “So long as we begin the process,” Lily said sweetly, plucking the head of the rose from the stem and tucking it into his lapel. “I’ll try not to be too anxious.”


  When Ware arrived later in the afternoon, beautifully turned out in cream-colored trousers and a black tailcoat, she met him in the rose-scented front hall and greeted him with a smile one shade cooler than courtesy demanded.


  He stood a safe distance away, not intruding, with his hands clasped behind his back and his heels tight together. A penitent posture, though Ware’s stubborn-as-ever expression blunted the effect.


  “I owe you an apology,” he said. “If the flowers aren’t enough, tell me what I can do to win back your regard.”


  Lily widened her eyes, all innocence. “What am I to forgive? Any decent person would feel as you do—such a revelation you’ve had! Why, there’s no sense in returning at all, hat in hand, unless you have some ulterior motive.”


  “Stop that.” He slapped one hand down on the table so hard that the gigantic vase full of flowers wobbled, and Lily flinched. “Nobody who’s spoken to you for more than five minutes would listen to this nonsense and think you sincere. You’re not silly. Even the idea is absurd.”


  “My sins multiply by the minute,” said Lily, in a tone of mock dismay. “What next? I confess, I’m afraid to find out.”


  “Do you want me to tell you I approve?” His eyes flashed, all semblance of contrition gone. “Well, I don’t. That you were hurt, and ill-used, I understand—”


  “I was not,” Lily protested, though he spoke nothing but the truth.


  “But clearly you are not only reckless but unrepentant, and your personal history is littered with acts that a grown man would blush to hear described.”


  “Quite an apology,” Lily murmured.


  “But what’s past is past. We all make mistakes. And whatever your faults, there’s no doubting your bravery.” He barreled on, his passion gradually dwindling into something different. Equally raw, but tender now. “You’ve survived hardship with your sense of adventure intact. You can still laugh. That’s a grace, Lady Lily. Blessing and strength. So let me apologize. I was shocked, and my reaction was hasty. Inadequate.”


  Lily twisted the ball of her foot on the floor, trying to tamp down the warm rush of feeling his outburst had provoked. Adventurous, was she? Brave and funny. Ware did not strike her as flatterer.


  But perhaps she just craved praise.


  “I could be persuaded to forgive you.” Lily looked up at Ware through her lashes. “But only on the condition that you beat me at a game.”


  “A game?” He checked his retreat, his palm still flat on the table—a tether holding him in place, now, rather than a threat. Strong, thick fingers splayed wide. A square, meaty palm. “What are the rules?”


  Lily carefully disentangled an armload of flowers from the bouquet. The stems of the roses had been stripped of thorns, so she didn’t have to worry about pricking herself or getting her clothes caught on the points. The leaves were as smooth and clean as if they’d been washed individually, and perhaps they had.


  She took all she could carry but hardly diminished the original store. Laughing again, she called for her outdoor things and let Ware take the flowers while she donned hat and gloves.


  “The objective is to give away all the flowers.” She squinted against the bright sunlight as she stepped outside. “But unlike your game in the caves, this will be a competition. The winner will be the one of us who collects the most valuable items in trade for the flowers. The only rule is that we can’t ask or even imply that we’d like anything in return for the gift.”


  “Interesting.” Ware tugged a long-stemmed white rose from the bouquet and presented it to a passing matron, rosy-cheeked and dressed simply in printed chintz. “For you, my lady,” he said grandly, with a florid bow.


  “Oh,” said the woman, who glanced nervously past Ware to Lily. “Why, thank you.”


  The matron took the rose but seemed uncertain about what to do next. Lily waved cheerfully, and tugged Ware along the pavement.


  The matron buried her nose in the flower. When she lifted her head, a small, private smile curved her lips.


  “Like that?” Ware asked.


  “That was wonderful,” said Lily. “But you didn’t get anything in exchange.”


  “That woman’s beautiful smile,” he returned. “Priceless.”


  “And impossible to tally.” Lily plucked a calla lily from the bouquet and swerved close to a young woman who carried a basket half-full of unshelled walnuts at her elbow.


  “Nuts!” shouted the girl. “Good whole nuts!”


  “I hope you don’t mind.” Lily tucked the lily into the girl’s bodice. “This lily is just the same color as your skin. I want you to have it.”


  “Oh, my lady.” The girl blushed and beamed and touched the velvety flesh of the flower. “Aren’t you too good? Here, would you like—take some walnuts. It’s not much, but I’d be pleased if you did.”


  “You’re as kind as you are beautiful,” Lily gushed, scooping up a handful of nuts. “Thank you!”


  She returned to Ware’s side and walked sedately at his side until they’d turned the corner. “You got a smile,” she said smugly. “I have a handful of good walnuts.”


  “Interesting game,” said Ware.


  “Shall we divide the flowers?” Lily asked.


  Ware extended his arms so that Lily could separate out her share. But she was so aware of the courtesy, of not touching, that she blushed redder than she had at the British Museum or inside the darkened carriage.


  “Does that look even?” she asked.


  “Perfect,” Ware agreed.


  They turned north and soon reached Bond Street, where Ware approached a young costermonger.


  “I have a question for you. Forgive the intrusion, but it’s very important. Do you have a sweetheart?” Ware asked.


  “Yes, sir, I do,” answered the costermonger.


  “She’ll appreciate this, then,” said Ware, offering him a rose.


  “That she will, sir!” The young man beamed and filled Ware’s cupped hands with cherries. “And a fine day to your sweetheart, if I may say so!”


  Ware returned to her side. “Are we even?”


  “Not for long.”


  Lily spotted an older man, neat and gray-haired, selling pineapple by the slice.


  “You’re a dapper fellow, aren’t you?” She offered him a coy smile and a white lily, star-shaped, its frilled petals as thin and delicate as silk netting. “Turned heads in your day, I imagine.”


  The pineapple was too wet to hold, so she split it with Ware as they ambled along.


  “It’s a game of manipulation,” said Ware.


  “You could call it that.”


  “You said the winner would be the one of us to profit the most. In fact, it will be the one of us who’s lost the least. These tokens are easy to come by because their value pales in comparison to the flowers.”


  “That’s why it’s a game, instead of a swindle.”


  “So you acknowledge the similarity?”


  “Of course.”


  Lily caught sight of a pretty young woman who wore a beautifully constructed dress of plain brown cotton. She’d given her outfit some character with a well-dressed hat and a dried rosebud pinned to her lapel.


  “Would you like to freshen that up a bit?” Lily asked, offering the girl a white rose. “Here, it’ll only wilt if I keep it and you look like you’re dressed for an occasion.”


  “I am,” the girl said, shyly, glancing nervously at Ware. She plucked the rosebud loose and pinned the fresh flower in its place. “I just got a new job sewing for Mrs. Purse. I start tomorrow!”


  “Congratulations! She’s a very fine modiste.” Lily offered her another rose. “For your hat. You’ll be marvelous.”


  “Oh, I couldn’t…” The girl bit her lip. “But it’s too beautiful to resist. Here.” She fastened the dried rosebud among the foliage decorating the brim of Lily’s bonnet. “That suits you quite well.”


  “Two fresh for one dry?” Ware asked, as they continued along.


  “Did you hear? Sewing for Mrs. Purse! I have an appointment with her next week—it was the earliest she could fit me in.”


  “So we can give more than one at once?”


  “There’s only one rule,” Lily reminded him.


  Ware next stopped a smiling, curly-haired matron strolling along the pavement with her young son, a boy of ten or eleven. They spoke too quietly for Lily to overhear.


  The woman signaled her agreement to whatever Ware had proposed. Permission granted, Ware handed a flower to the boy, whispering his instructions.


  The boy approached Lily with big solemn eyes and handed her the rose. “I’m to tell you that you’re very beautiful, m’lady,” he said in a careful, piping voice.


  Lily took the rose. “Thank you, my little gentleman.”


  She shook her head chidingly at Ware as she added the new rose to her supply. Had he given up? He didn’t seem at all chagrined. He’d perked up, rather, watching with a maddeningly ambiguous smile.


  “That was foolish,” she said, once the mother and son were out of earshot. “Now I have an extra flower, and no reason to give you anything at all.”


  “And every reason not to,” Ware agreed cheerfully.


  “You’re going to lose this game,” Lily warned. “And then, as a woman of my word, I’ll have to hold my grudge forever.”


  “What if I don’t believe you’re capable?”


  “I am.” Lily frowned at the way Ware’s lips tightened with humor. “I really am. I can be cruel and petty and—”


  Ware left her to go whisper to a newsboy. After a brief, inaudible conversation, the newsboy put down his papers and took a gorgeous, full-throated calla lily from Ware. He approached Lily with a deep bow, presenting the flower while bent nearly double.


  “My friend here says that he admires you unconditionally,” said the newsboy, straightening. He winked before returning to his papers.


  Lily blushed as she added the lily to her bouquet.


  “I wish that you would take this more seriously.” But she couldn’t muster even the slightest bit of irritation, not even to pretend.


  “On the contrary,” he returned, as they rounded a corner and headed back in the direction of Grosvenor Square. “I couldn’t be more earnest.”


  Lily exchanged a rose for a sachet of dried lavender from another hawker, replaced almost instantly when Ware convinced a young gentleman, slim, clean-shaven and clear-eyed, to drop down on one knee, place his hand over his heart, and recite a bit of Shakespeare:


  “Doubt thou the stars are fire;

  Doubt that the sun doth move;

  Doubt truth to be a liar;

  But never doubt I love.”


  Then hand her a pair of roses.


  They reached Grosvenor Square and turned toward Hastings House.


  “I’m afraid that I’ve won,” said Lily, her arms as full as they’d been when they set out. “I thought I’d need that pineapple to tip the balance, but all you’ve got is a handful of cherries. I have an armful of London’s finest hothouse flowers. It’s a shame our acquaintance must come to an end.”


  “But I disagree.” Ware halted her with a hand on her elbow. “I believe that I won, and earned your forgiveness.”


  Lily laughed. “By what measure?”


  “You made a game of convincing other people to do what you want through a series of bargains, each of which you lost,” answered Ware. “But I made the game do what I wanted, and I had the pleasure of giving you the flowers not just once, but several times, without having to make any additional purchases.”


  “You’re right,” said Lily, surprised. “I concede. Well played, Mr. Ware.”


  He handed her the rest of his flowers and bowed deeply. “Anything to impress a lady.”


  Lily hefted them in her arms. Jostling released their scents, the cool mild lily and the thick heady rose. They rose up around her, rich and drugging. She smiled. “I’m glad you called.”


  Chapter Eleven


  Lord Wilsey paced back and forth in front of the bay window in John’s front salon. The room hadn’t changed since John’s father last redecorated: high ceilings, large picture windows, furniture with a better pedigree than anyone who’d ever lived in the house.


  “You’ve deserted me.” Wilsey walked with his hands clasped at the small of his back, throwing him into a slight forward lean. “You’re too ashamed to say so.”


  “Not at all.” John sat with his elbows propped on spread knees, his hands dangling loosely between. “Kingston isn’t an easy target.”


  Wilsey’s lip curled. “Evading escape must be a way of life for him.”


  “And frankly, Wilsey, if it takes a little time—you’ll forgive me for being selfish, but I’m worried about getting caught. Half of London may want the man dead, but that doesn’t mean I won’t hang for it.”


  Wilsey stopped his pacing. Stared out the window. Noon sunshine streamed in through the glass; beyond lay Belgrave Square, the clustered trees of the park islanded by a wide, bustling avenue. “Amelia hates me,” he said. “I’ve done all I can for her. Absolutely everything in my power. She’s my little girl. But she has been so twisted by this man, so wounded, that she lashes out at anyone who offers her a little kindness.”


  “She doesn’t hate you.”


  “No matter what I do, she takes it badly. She curses me if I try to make her eat.”


  “Give her time.”


  “She’ll marry in a week, and it’s a good match. But she has nothing but unkind words about her fiancé, and it’s been hard to—to keep him from realizing it. I’ve had to be firm with her.” Wilsey spoke urgently, his composure threadbare enough to reveal the desperation beneath. “She thinks we ought to have consulted her about the arrangements, but her judgment can’t be trusted, can it? It’s time for someone more sensible to step in.”


  “If you think she’ll be happy in the long run…”


  “The Earl of Kingston destroyed my family,” said Wilsey, his voice hoarse.


  John nodded. “I hear you, Wilsey. Your wait’s almost over. I promise.”


  Wilsey rubbed his forehead. “I’m sorry. I’m not myself. I won’t be until this is all over.”


  John saw his friend out. No sooner had he resettled himself in his library than his butler announced a new visitor: the Duke of Clive.


  “Send him to the front salon.”


  He found Clive staring moodily out the window. He fit the room, too—as though all the gilt and sumptuous fabrics had been gathered to enhance his native authority, rather than diminish it. Though given Clive’s habitual elegance, no doubt he disdained the effect.


  “Your Grace,” said John, smothering his irritation. “I would have sworn I’d seen the last of you.”


  “Premature, apparently.” Clive spun on his heel. “You seem to have a problem with jumping to conclusions. You also told me that you’d burned all your bridges with Lady Lily Spark. Clearly at least one of them remains in good working order.”


  John grimaced. “Whose time have you wasted following me around?”


  “No need to spy. You paraded her along Mayfair’s busiest street for an hour.”


  “And you keep abreast of town gossip when you’re not busy with world affairs?”


  Clive shrugged, unashamed. “So. You’ve mended things.”


  “With Lady Lily.” John refrained from adding: Not you.


  “I’ve been thinking about your concerns.” Clive pointed to a low, cushioned couch. “May I?”


  John sighed. “Please.”


  Clive sat. John followed suit, out of courtesy, and faced the man on a level, in a friendly pose—just as Clive wanted him.


  John scowled.


  “After you told me the orphan wasn’t a human being, I carried the information to Lord Palmerston,” said Clive. “We stepped up our efforts to intercept French communications—if the information had trickled down to Lady Lily, a little bit of digging ought to have turned up the whole story.”


  “Sounds reasonable,” said John. “So what is ‘orphan girl’ a code for?”


  “I don’t know.” Clive paused for effect, spreading his hands with palms up. “Nobody else in England is talking about it.”


  John frowned. “Nobody?”


  “Not her father, not Guizot, not Holland.”


  Guizot, the French plenipotentiary. And Lord Holland, a Whig in Melbourne’s Cabinet very sympathetic to France. Both experienced politicians, neither at all likely to confide in Clive.


  “You can’t be sure of that.”


  “Not completely. Our efforts to monitor their communications are matched by their efforts to prevent interception. But this brings me back to my original point: if the information is sensitive enough to merit such precaution, why does Lady Lily know?”


  John scratched his jaw. “Start at the beginning. Who told you about the orphan girl?”


  “Ponsonby wrote about her. From Constantinople.”


  Ponsonby, the British ambassador. John knew the man: able, not at all prone to dramatics. “What did he tell you?”


  “Not much. They’d noticed some unusual activity at the French embassy. New arrivals who didn’t linger for long. And then they intercepted a letter—just one—about the hunt for this ‘orphan girl.’”


  John scratched at his neck. “That doesn’t tell us anything about her—or it—whatever they were searching for.”


  “No,” Clive admitted. “But it tells us something else. I’m starting to think it’s no coincidence that Lady Lily’s just come from Constantinople. I was able to verify that, by the way, though it wasn’t easy. She traveled under a false name. Cheaply—and I mean she slept on a pallet in the hold the whole way.”


  “Lady Lily?” John couldn’t imagine it. She wore diamonds as though she’d been born with rings on.


  Clive nodded. “The more I think about it, the less I understand. She and our ambassador in Constantinople were exposed to the same sensitive information. How? She’s been back in London for a month, but—if I’m following the chain properly—has kept it from her father. Why?”


  “And even more to the point,” John added, “what does this have to do with Mehmet Ali or the treaty?”


  “Consider the timing,” said Clive. “If the French dither here in London, while scurrying about busily abroad…”


  “Then, coincidence or no, it’s prudent to investigate.”


  “So our interest in Lady Lily is stronger than ever. To give credit where it’s due, you did try to tell me that she’s more than a weak link—”


  “You want something.”


  “Of course I do.” Clive raised his eyebrows, unperturbed. “What if she is the orphan?”


  “That makes no sense.”


  “It would explain the laugh. Her ancestry couldn’t be more illustrious.” Clive picked up a little porcelain dish full of seashells from the low table that stood between them, set it down two inches to the right. For a moment, his long fingers hovered pincer-like over the dish, as though he were contemplating another relocation, but then he sighed and abandoned the project. “But it doesn’t take long for the idea to become absurd. What would the French want with Lady Lily?”


  “That’s a good question.”


  “I think so too.” Clive flicked a cool gray glance up at John. “Here’s another one. Why didn’t you come see me after making amends with her?”


  John snorted.


  “I realize it’s not work you relish,” Clive continued. “But I thought that, if concern for the future of our country couldn’t persuade you, a reward would. You used to be ambitious.”


  “Perhaps I’ve been cured,” John said.


  “Or perhaps you’re besotted.”


  John shrugged.


  “I thought so. And now you can’t bear the thought of sharing her secrets. Refreshing as it is to encounter this kernel of decency in your character, Ware, I do wish the fate of thousands didn’t hinge on the success of your courtship.”


  “Don’t exaggerate.”


  “If only I were. The situation has grown dire. Recent developments… But you’ve made your decision; I won’t bore you with the details.”


  John groaned. “Clive.”


  “Yes?”


  “Do you think you’re being subtle?”


  “No.”


  John sighed.


  “Holland doesn’t want to proceed without France, and he’s winning over the Cabinet,” Clive explained. “That means Mehmet Ali will keep southern Syria…”


  “And leave the Ottomans to defend against Russia with much diminished strength,” John finished. “Don’t they know what will happen? The tsar has sent his troops to Constantinople in the past. He will strike.”


  “We have few options, none of them ideal,” Clive replied. “Palmerston is no better. The more Holland urges reconciliation, the more hostile Palmerston is toward the French.”


  “His pride is at stake.”


  “There’s only one way out of this mess, and it hasn’t changed,” said Clive. “Preserve the balance of power. Pry the French loose from Mehmet Ali.”


  “Perhaps I can reason with her,” said John. “If she understood what was at stake…”


  “Lady Lily?”


  John nodded.


  “And in this best-case scenario, Lady Lily not only shares your political opinions exactly, she’s willing to defy one of the most powerful men in the country—her own father—in order to act upon them?”


  John’s neck warmed; he had no reply.


  “I’ll be on my way. Before I go, however—one last word of caution.”


  “What now?”


  “If you won’t listen to me, you might heed the lady herself. Would you like to know what Lady Lily did, all those years ago, to seal her reputation for wildness?”


  No. He didn’t need to know. It didn’t matter. “Yes.”


  “She caused a scandal at a themed masquerade ball. She attended as the first woman, Eve. Her costume consisted of a gown cut from fabric that matched the color of her skin so exactly that everyone who saw her believed, at least at first glance, that she was naked.”


  John had to admit it sounded just like her.


  “That is a warning, for anyone wise enough to heed it. She is a temptress.” Clive paused. “If you treat her fairly, what makes you think she’ll do the same in return?”


  John waved Clive away, cursing his own susceptibility. All the while, an image of Lady Lily as Eve took shape in his mind—tendrils of cornsilk hair skimming her cheeks, bare of any jewelry, her defiance limned with fear. The visceral shock of catching a glimpse of her in a crowd, how the imagination would finish the work begun by her gown and make it impossible to think of anything else.


  She had a magnificent figure. It was hard to master his thoughts under the best of circumstances.


  The whole scene was much, much too easy to picture. And that, ultimately, was what troubled him. At some level, she hadn’t changed. And if she hadn’t changed, then Clive could be right.


  Chapter Twelve


  A young maid, plump and rosy-cheeked and full of bustle, knocked at the door to Lily’s room and announced, “Lord Bexley’s come to see you m’lady.”


  Lily, lying on her bed with a book of fashion plates open in front of her, tossed the magazine aside and swiveled her feet onto the carpet. Half laughing, she asked, “Are you sure you have the name right?”


  The woman stiffened. “I recognize my lord Bexley.”


  “Of course you do,” Lily soothed. “Pardon my confusion. You can tell him I’ll be right down.”


  She checked her hair in the mirror—a lopsided yellow snarl, alas, but her father might scare Adam away before she put it to rights—so she stuck her tongue out at the mirror and descended. In the great front hall, Ware’s white bouquet had been redistributed among vases formerly stocked exclusively with red roses. A small change, but it rendered the space coolly elegant rather than threatening and ominous.


  Her father and brother bristled at one another at the base of the stairs. Gauging by her father’s white-knuckled grip on his cane and her brother’s puffed-up posture, they were in danger of causing a scene.


  “A reunion!” Lily clapped her hands. “Isn’t this wonderful?”


  They turned identical expressions of disgust on her.


  “Now I know how Adam must have felt, always trying to smooth things over when we were children,” she teased. “Very instructive. I am almost inclined to stoic rectitude, just watching the two of you glare.”


  “I thought you might take a turn around the square with me,” said Adam stiffly.


  “Is the square neutral ground?”


  “Don’t bait your brother,” snapped her father. He divided a scathing look equally between them and passed her on his way up the stairs.


  “He’s so nice to you,” Adam observed sourly.


  Lily laughed. “When did you start making jokes? One of the softening effects of marriage, I suppose?”


  He shepherded her out the door. “Is that how marriage affected you, little sister?”


  “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed.” Lily butted her shoulder up against his. He didn’t budge, but she did coax a smile out of him. “Are you going to tell me what happened to put you and Papa at odds?”


  “I made plans he didn’t like. You can guess how he went about convincing me to abandon them.”


  “Oh, Adam. You never did understand. He hates people who do what they’re told.”


  “I didn’t do what I was told.” He glanced back at Hastings House. “Hence the current state of affairs.”


  “Good,” said Lily. “Then I support you unconditionally.”


  “Now that I’ve answered your question, maybe you won’t mind answering one of mine.”


  “Perhaps. I won’t make any promises.”


  “How are you?” He ushered her into the park, away from the street bustle, and wheeled her around to face him. “You were always high-strung, but the way you ran off the other day… you seemed frantic. Hysterical, almost.”


  “Well, that’s understandable, isn’t it? Given the circumstances.”


  “I’m worried about you.”


  “I’m worried about you.” She would serve him a bite of the dish he’d tried to feed her. She doubted he’d like it any better than she had. “Is it true that Alfie’s turned into some sort of rake?”


  Adam didn’t reply.


  “What sort of company are you keeping, big brother?”


  His mouth tightened. “If I thought you’d listen, I’d tell you.”


  “So it’s true, then. He’s a seducer of innocents.”


  “I don’t concern myself with his affairs.” Adam cleared his throat. “Not of that kind, in any case.”


  “You’d rather worry about my hysteria.”


  “Peace, Lily.” Adam held up his hands, palms out. “Alfie’s a lost cause. The only thing that might have—but it’s not going to happen. There’s nothing I can do for him. But if I can help you—if that would make a difference, I wanted to make sure you knew I was here.”


  “I’m sorry.” She took a deep breath. “I shouldn’t be angry. You’re… not wrong. But I’m stuck here, until I’m officially alive again.”


  “I can vouch for you. So could dozens of others.”


  “It’s a simple legal procedure. Let’s not turn it into a circus.”


  “Then remember what you just told me. Obedience isn’t always the best answer.”


  “I promise I’m intractable as ever.”


  After Adam had gone, Lily popped into her father’s study. He sat at his desk, pen in hand, bent—as ever—over a pile of papers.


  “I think Adam’s open to a reconciliation.”


  Her father fixed grave, gold eyes on her. “So am I.”


  Lily blinked. “Well, then. Surely it will be done tomorrow.”


  “Adam wants me to leave him alone. He has what he wants. He has asked for no further concessions, and so I have none to make.” He carefully set his pen against a pen rest and propped his forearms on the table, symmetrical and precise, fingers steepled. “In the end, it doesn’t matter if he wants to reconcile, or if I’d welcome it, so long as we each want other things that make reconciliation impossible. That’s life, Lily, and you’re no idealist.”


  “You could apologize.”


  “I’m not sorry.” He smiled faintly. “Nor, alas, is he. You see the problem.”


  “I don’t, really,” said Lily. “You don’t like his wife?”


  “I like her very much.”


  Lily frowned. “Well, then—”


  “We’re expected at Holland House tonight. And that doesn’t leave me much time to work. Did you need something?”


  “I thought I’d wear mother’s pearls.”


  “Ask my secretary to fetch them for you,” he said, dismissing her.


  She wandered down the corridor to Vasari Jones’s room. Inside, the pinched redhead sat before a desk strewn with papers. He gave her his full attention the moment she entered, folding his hands neatly before him.


  “Can I help you?”


  “My father said you could fetch a set of jewelry for me. Pearls.”


  He stood. “Of course. I’ll have them sent—”


  “I can wait,” said Lily, and paced idly about the secretary’s office while he went down on one knee by the safe. She could tell by the stiff way he held himself that he was uncomfortable with her presence, which piqued her interest.


  His papers were tidy. His handwriting legible. The only personal keepsake he’d added to his workspace was an engraved silver pocket watch, which sat open on a tiny velvet pillow, complete with tiny gold tassels.


  He finished the combination sequence and the heavy metal door of the safe swung open. He rooted through the contents and then swung around with a large jewelry box in his palm.


  But as he turned, she caught a glimpse of something surprising: he’d lined his dull drab brown jacket with lemon-yellow satin.


  He flipped open the lid and she saw the bracelet, the ear drops, and part of the necklace. The bulk of the strand would be pooled underneath the velvet-lined insert.


  “Are these the right pearls?”


  “Yes, those are the ones I wanted.”


  He flipped the box shut. She took it, headed for the door, then paused with her hand on the knob and looked back.


  The secretary had returned to his seat. He was reaching for his pen, the ink pot open. Daylight wasting, work to be done. For the past month she’d watched him scurry about the house doing her father’s bidding. He was efficient, just the slightest bit unctuous, and utterly miserable. Perhaps he’d been able to hide it once, but the signs were increasingly obvious: a dull complexion, thinning hair, tightness about the mouth and eyes.


  “Leave while you can,” she said suddenly.


  The secretary looked up, startled. “Pardon?”


  “Don’t wait until the damage can’t be undone,” she said. “If you can get this job, you can get another. Leave while you can.”


  “Thank you for your kind attention, my lady.” Jones dipped his pen into the inkwell, tapped the nib against the glass with a bright clink. “But I am not in need of advice.”


  Well. That was firm. And a little sharp, too. He still had some life in him.


  Lily slipped out of the secretary’s office and into the corridor, holding the jewel case to her chest. She wondered, as she climbed the stairs on the way to her bedroom, how long it would take her father to crush that last spark of life out of the poor secretary.


  A delivery from Mrs. Purse waited in her room—including a gown of heavy dark gray silk knit that had the soft drape of cashmere and the dull sheen of pewter. The wide neckline left her shoulders bare, their nakedness highlighted with swags of lace that could not be called sleeves. The bodice pulled her waist in, the skirts filled her hips out.


  The effect was subdued—appropriate for half mourning, to which she’d begun transitioning—but more delicate than severe, and set off perfectly by her mother’s pearls. The necklace, released from its case, was long enough to loop twice around Lily’s neck, the bottom strand clicking and swaying over her bosom, the top strand circling her throat.


  Lily stood in front of a full-length looking glass to put them on, and then couldn’t look away.


  She’d asked for the pearls out of some perverse impulse, either confessional or ironic or… It didn’t matter. Both were dangerous. Smarter to leave them off and choose something else.


  But the mirror reflected the room behind her. The elegant furniture, the rich wall hangings, and the portrait, just off-center, of her mother.


  Her mother had died giving birth to her and her father never spoke of his wife, so the portrait very nearly represented the sum total of what Lily knew of the woman who had given birth to her.


  It wasn’t much. The woman in the portrait was young—or seemed so, if only because Lily had already surpassed her mother’s lifespan. She was full-figured, fair, with a smooth broad forehead and small but sparkling eyes. She wore one of the high-waisted, straight-skirted gowns that had been popular in her day, hair curled and pinned high on her head, and a double rope of pearls around her neck.


  The family resemblance was faint, the woman in the portrait a stranger. But the pearls were exactly the same.


  She’d wear them.


  Lily abandoned the portrait and descended to the front hall. Her father joined her, ushered her into the carriage. Holland House lay just outside London, in Kensington, a sprawling old building of red brick surrounded by vast gardens. The gravel drive wound its way around a large fountain, and white limestone colonnades framed the entrance.


  A gathering at Holland House always attracted a glittering, eclectic crowd. Lady Holland being a divorcée, no unmarried women attended—but Lily didn’t hear any of the guests complain of their absence. Many grumbled about Lady Holland, in one way or another, but they showed up.


  The Ottoman plenipotentiary, Chekib Effendi, was in attendance. He earnestly made the case for pushing Mehmet Ali out of Syria to anyone who would listen.


  “Consider how far Mehmet Ali’s ambitions may stretch if he is allowed to continue unchecked,” said Chekib Effendi. “He looks to Europe as a model, yes, but did you know that he was born on the same day as Napoleon? He does, I assure you. The lessons Mehmet Ali has learned from Continental history are not those you would have assigned. Give him the opportunity, and he will set the world on fire.”


  Lord Holland followed in his wake, with Francois Guizot at his side. They countered the ambassador’s arguments with news from abroad that spread like wildfire through the crowd: the Sultan had dismissed his Grand Vizier, Khusrow Pasha, an inveterate enemy of Mehmet Ali.


  “The moment Mehmet Ali heard the news, he sent his secretary to treat with the Sultan,” Guizot could be heard to repeat, again and again. “The Ottoman ambassador would have you believe that Mehmet Ali is a bloodthirsty tyrant—but who is standing in the way of peace?”


  Her father kept Lily close, prodding her with questions. “The Ottoman Empire is weak, and a weak nation is never peaceful,” he said. “My daughter says the region where she lived was very nearly lawless—isn’t that so?”


  “The Sultan’s reach is not what it once was,” Lily acknowledged.


  “And so you abandon an ally?” asked one listener, Sir Simon Gagg. He was a robust man, deep into the prime of his life, firm and fit and very pleased with himself. “Forgive me, Your Grace. But it seems to me that an alliance which cracks so easily under pressure was never worthy of the name.”


  “A noble sentiment,” said her father. “But what would it cost us to stand by the Ottomans? They will need our ships, our men—our blood. And that’s just to start. I have lived through a long war with France. I am not tender-hearted about our neighbor across the Channel. But would I sacrifice their friendship to maintain a relationship with an ailing Empire? We must draw a line somewhere.”


  “I see John Tacitus Ware coming this way,” said Gagg. “He knows that region very well. Perhaps he’ll have an opinion.”


  Gagg waved and Lily followed the gesture to find Ware cutting through the crowd. Evening clothes simplified his figure: the sharp taper from shoulder to waist, the powerful thighs. And yet it was impossible to look away from his face, his granite brow and inscrutable eyes, his cheeks malleable as putty.


  He didn’t seem to notice the heads turned his way, paid no heed to the many hands raised to catch his attention. He had eyes only for her.


  “Mr. Ware,” said her father, making room for him in their circle. “Perhaps you can give us the benefit of your expertise.”


  “Your Grace.” Ware bowed shallowly. “It would be an honor.”


  “Have you heard the news about the Grand Vizier?” Gagg asked. “Khusrow Pasha has been dismissed.”


  “Good riddance,” said Ware, shortly. “Khusrow Pasha lived in Russia’s pocket.”


  “Ah, yes. You used to be well-known for your radical views. You believed the Ottoman Empire would collapse if Russia were not held at bay.” Her father rocked back on his heels appraisingly. “I believe at one time your convictions extended to inciting revolution.”


  Ware dropped his chin sharply—not quite a nod, but acknowledging the point.


  “And yet you’ve been working tirelessly, these last weeks, to encourage an alliance that would dramatically increase Russia’s influence over the Ottoman Empire. I wonder what changed in the intervening years?”


  Gagg had the decency to look shocked, but her father maintained his chilly hauteur.


  “Mehmet Ali,” Ware answered, a half smile playing about his mouth. “If we’d acted earlier we could have avoided this situation. That would have been my preference, as is well-known. But here we are, and Mehmet Ali poses a more immediate threat.”


  “Tell me, Mr. Ware. Do you really think the Ottoman Empire can be saved?” Gagg asked. “It seems that is the question at the heart of it all.”


  “Lady Lily, you’ve visited the region more recently than I,” said Ware. “What do you think?”


  “I was hoping to hear your opinion, Mr. Ware,” interjected Gagg.


  Ware raised his eyebrows at the man.


  “When discussing events that are so distant, so difficult for a native Englishman to fathom, it’s important to consult a trustworthy source,” Gagg added.


  Ware nodded. “Just so.”


  “You needn’t argue, because I can’t answer the question,” said Lily. “As far as I can tell, no one who’s gathered here in London to negotiate a treaty has any intention of saving the Ottoman Empire. Only to circle round like vultures, eager to gorge on the corpse—” She saw her father’s eyes narrow and cut herself off. “Pardon me. Perhaps I should take a bit of fresh air.”


  She excused herself, looking for a door that would lead her to the gardens. Old as Holland House was, many of the rooms—no matter how large, how high the ceilings—struck her as dark and confining. Wood paneling, parquet floors, marble busts lined up at regular intervals along the walls.


  She passed beneath a rounded arch into a wide hall and, from there, spotted a set of doors propped open to the night air. Beyond, guests milled about on a wide terrace.


  Ware caught up to her as she crossed the threshold. “I hope you weren’t trying to escape my company.”


  “No. Just to escape. I didn’t expect to see you here, in the enemy’s camp.”


  He wound her arm around his, solid with muscle, and leaned close. His voice rumbled at her ear, shot through with humor. “But I expected to see you.”


  Lily laughed. “Flatterer. I could almost believe you’ve come for the sole purpose of finding me.”


  He smiled his toothy pirate’s smile. “I’m glad you figured it out so quickly.”


  She made the most ridiculous, breathy noise at that. Terrible. On the other hand, she had stopped short of actually gasping with delight. Better not to squander all her dignity at once.


  They started down a central path and then, moving as one, veered onto a narrow path. It meandered through beautifully laid flowerbeds and alongside a tall boxwood hedge.


  “I’ve never heard you express a strong opinion about the conflict before.”


  “I shouldn’t have spoken so freely,” said Lily. “I’m not here to advance an agenda.”


  “That’s not true. Every time you stand at your father’s side, you support his.”


  “As though my experiences accrue to him, simply through proximity.” Lily nodded. “You must be familiar with the phenomenon.”


  “You’re changing the subject.” He frowned. “You make a habit of that.”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “But why? You have knowledge, passion, a position of some influence. Put your abilities to use.”


  They reached an opening in the hedge, an archway of trimmed greenery that opened onto a secluded night garden. The noise of the other guests faded into silence as they stepped from flagstone to flagstone, surrounded by a profusion of delicate, star-shaped flowers that glowed white in the moonlight.


  At the end of the trail lay a small man-made pond. Tall stalks of deep-throated gladiolus ringed the rippling black water, their spicy perfume cutting through the prevailing odor of stagnant water and algae.


  “Mr. Ware, this crisis will end badly for the Turks. No matter the terms, they will be hard. I have made a few difficult decisions in my life. Even when I knew what was coming, I found it hard to live with the results.” The past decade of her life, in its entirety, could fit this description. “My only comfort has been that I’ve had no one to blame but myself.”


  “And if someone you knew—” He pinched the swag of gauze that passed for a sleeve on her gown. “Your husband, perhaps? If he asked you for help, wouldn’t you offer it?”


  Lily dropped her eyes. She would have tried, if Rustem had asked. He never had. In any case, it had never been in her power to do the one thing that would have saved his life: travel back in time and prevent him from ever meeting her.


  “The Sultan has asked for our help,” Ware pressed. “We made promises.”


  “It is the memory of my husband, more than anything, that has convinced me that no good will come from my interference.”


  His hand slipped down from her sleeve to skim along her bare arm, raising goose bumps in its wake. He folded his hand around hers and pressed his thumb firmly into the center of her palm. “I’m sorry. I spoke out of turn.”


  “I imagine that once you’ve staggered down a mountain with a full grown man on your back, anything seems possible. But I am no hero. I saw my husband cut down in front of me. Slaughtered.” He had been fighting, defending their home even as it burned to the ground. She had kept out of sight, because she was a useless coward. A useless, selfish, helpless coward. “I did not even go to his side to hold his hand as he died.”


  “You needn’t speak of such things—”


  “I did not attend his funeral.” Her voice cracked. Rustem had found her in her moment of need, a reckless young woman running away from home, and he had saved her. She had found him at his moment of need, and she had done nothing. “I never watered his grave with my tears. I fled before he was buried; before he was cold.”


  Ware wrapped his free arm around her waist and pulled her close. “Hush,” he whispered. “Hush.”


  She leaned into him. If only she could absorb his strength the way she absorbed his heat. She wouldn’t feel so brittle all the time, always one tap away from shattering.


  She had survived so many trials, but she never looked back and thought: next time, it will be easier. Only: next time, my luck will run out.


  “Truce, then.” He pulled back, tucking a stray tendril of hair behind her ear. “We’ll talk of other things tonight.”


  “What about, oh…” She searched for a neutral subject. There had to be something they could talk about that wouldn’t point, like a divining rod, toward Mehmet Ali. “The flowers? They’re very pretty, aren’t they?”


  “Not half as pretty as you,” said Ware.


  Lily snorted. “That old chestnut.”


  “I couldn’t help myself.” He touched the pearls at her throat, eyes skimming along the strand. “These, on the other hand, are truly exquisite. Did you know that in the Orient, it was once commonly held that that pearls were made when lightning struck the sea?”


  “I know,” Lily said. “You wrote about it.”


  “In In the Footsteps of the Crusaders.” He tipped his head to the side, a pleased, almost embarrassed smile flitting across his face. “You remember that?”


  “Of course.” She added, laconically, “It made a strong impression.”


  “The only jewel to marry heaven and earth together. And in a necklace like this, all matched pearls of the same size, they’d be called sisters. Because they’re so alike, they must be family. While the really famous ones always have names that emphasize how lonely it is to be extraordinary: the unique—al-Farida—the orphan…”


  The blood drained out of her head so fast she lost her balance. The hand she’d laid lightly, decoratively, on his arm tightened—and, just as quickly, the muscle beneath the soft wool firmed to stone. She forced herself to look up, inch by inch, dread pooling in her chest.


  The avid light in his eyes made her stomach twist.


  “The orphan girl,” said Ware flatly. “If it’s translated literally. Al-Yatima.”


  “The most famous pearl of all.” Lily licked her lips. “So perfect it could have no sister. It could only be an orphan.”


  “Has it been found? Is that—it’s not possible.”


  Her heart beat so fast and hard that her pulse shuddered through her brain like a battering ram. She needed a lie, but couldn’t think of one—couldn’t think at all—and her hesitation was answer enough.


  The serious, world-weary man she had come to know vanished. Something else cracked through, lighting him up like the dawn. How had she failed to see the sadness in his smiles? How could she have thought his gaze so attentive when, all along, it had been half-dead?


  But now that his goal was in sight, he transformed. All along, he’d been after her secrets. All along, she’d been an obstacle in his way. She’d told herself as much so many times, but it hadn’t been enough. She had known, but she had not believed.


  “My God, to see it! The real thing, not just a sentence in an old manuscript—can you imagine?”


  “Mr. Ware—”


  “You have seen it, haven’t you?” he interrupted. “Where? Was it in Constantinople? How?”


  “You owe me a secret,” she finished, pulling away. Her own voice frightened her, it was so deep and firm. She sounded as though she were speaking from the bottom of a well.


  “I—what?”


  “You will not speak of al-Yatima,” she said. “You will keep it a secret.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous.” He still sparked and crackled, ablaze with eagerness. “This changes everything. What it would mean to have al-Yatima back—heaven and earth together.”


  “You made a wager, and you lost.” The words came to her like lines on a script. Prepared in advance—perhaps the very minute he’d led her into that cave—and held in reserve for this moment. “You gave your word.”


  “Lady Lily.” A little furrow appeared between his brows. “What are you saying?”


  “I don’t choose to explain.”


  “Do you”—Ware picked his words carefully now, as though each one were a stepping stone he wasn’t sure he could reach—”have the pearl?”


  Lily didn’t reply.


  “Bloody—” Ware cut himself short and stepped closer, lowering his voice to an urgent whisper. “Al-Yatima? You brought it here? You must have, if—”


  “If what?”


  “If nobody knows where to find it yet.”


  “Mr. Ware.” Lily swallowed. Crickets, hidden in the greenery surrounding the pond, chirped into the quiet. What a lovely evening this could have been. Tender, mild, romantic. But she had courted disaster—and, really, hadn’t she learned? It was never hard to find. “Why did you just say ‘yet’?”


  “The Cabinet needs to know,” argued Ware. “I don’t just mean Palmerston, either. This isn’t about taking sides. We can’t handicap our own country at a time like this, with so much at stake.”


  “Are you a man of your word, Mr. Ware?”


  He flinched.


  Because the words had had an effect, she repeated them. Lashed him with them, more like, because it killed that other person she’d glimpsed. The passionate, vividly alive man who would doom her without a second thought.


  “Are you a man of your word?” Her legs shook so badly she had to lock her knees to stay upright, but she sounded certain of herself, and thank God for that. “Or are you a liar and a cheat? Craven and unworthy, making rules you can’t abide—”


  “Stop.” Ware’s expression hardened into granite. “You win. Is that what you wanted to hear? The rest of the world will hang, because you tied me in the rope I made for you. Well done.”


  She welcomed his bitterness. It could not hurt her. Some of the tightness in her chest eased. “I am surprised, Mr. Ware, to discover that you are such a poor loser.”


  “No more than I am, to learn that you should be so selfish,” he snarled.


  “But I am. Selfish, and cruel, too.” Lily smoothed her skirts. From the moment this had started, she had known how it would end. Accept the inevitable, she instructed herself. Finish it neatly. “If you break faith with me, I’ll make you regret it.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  John caught a glimpse of her in profile as she swished away, silk rustling and pearls clicking. The topiary archway framed the artful tumble of hair piled atop her head and the high proud jut of her breasts perfectly.


  Good God, the Orphan Pearl. He wasn’t sure he believed it. Oh, Lady Lily might think she had the pearl—and the French might believe it, too, or they might be cynical enough to take the jewel from Lady Lily and call it good enough.


  But good enough could do real damage. A jewel loaded down with so much symbolic power, in the hand of Mehmet Ali? On the one hand, it was nothing. No substitute for an army, not half as useful as the iron grip he had on Egypt’s agriculture… But on the other hand? It could be everything, and precisely because Mehmet Ali already had the army, and the iron grip on agriculture, and now what he needed was legitimacy. A relic of the last golden age, to usher in the next—under his leadership.


  When John judged that he’d dawdled long enough for Lady Lily to return inside, he followed slowly behind. Several acquaintances hailed him as he passed through Holland House, but he didn’t stop to talk. He’d come to see Lady Lily; now that they’d parted ways, he had no desire to stay.


  Despite himself, he looked for her in every room he passed on his way to the front hall—and found her, finally, standing at her father’s side in a small wood-paneled salon. Frosted lamps blazing to either side made her look like she’d been dipped in gold. Gold-dusted skin, gold-plated hair. Even her lips had a bronze shine.


  It was a beautiful, fantastical illusion—and it made him burn with embarrassment. A hot prickle that started at the back of his neck and spread out to his whole body, squeezing him like a vise.


  She had made a fool of him.


  He’d taken her for an open book, revealing all despite herself. The woman he’d presumed her to be would have babbled out the truth ten times by now, utterly incapable of hiding such a staggering, momentous discovery.


  And so he’d tried to be fair with her. As though he were making a concession, evening the odds against a weaker opponent. How she must have laughed, the moment his back was turned.


  He should have started asking questions the second she asked for a secret at Chislehurst. But she was beautiful, so instead he’d made excuses. He’d wanted to believe in her cleverness but not her duplicity. Her passion but not her lewdness. Her principles but not her obligations. He was lucky to have discovered the truth. It had been chance, a happy coincidence—she hadn’t expected to see him at Holland House, among her father’s people.


  While he watched, Lady Lily made a joke. Smiles broke out in the small group assembled around Hastings, a few chuckles. The duke watched his daughter with helpless pride. Not doting, exactly, but there was something warm and fierce in the old man’s expression.


  Like father, like daughter. He should have known. Right from the beginning, he should have known.


  §


  He called for his carriage, ambled down the gravel drive a ways to smoke while he waited for his driver to arrive. A night chorus of chirping insects and croaking frogs kept him company. Country sounds, though Holland House lay only a few miles from the center of London.


  His cigar had burned half to ashes in his hand before his carriage heaved into view. John started for the door, then thought better of it. “Go on,” he said to the driver. “I’ll walk.”


  The driver knew him well enough to obey without protest. John walked aimlessly, without paying any attention to where he was going. Or trying not to. When he could no longer recognize the streets or the neighborhood, he set about trying to find his way home.


  He took stock, and he did not flinch away from the truth. He had to understand his failures before he’d have any chance of moving past them.


  He had promised to commit murder in hope that he would receive, in return—what? A pat on the head? Like a dog who dropped a rat at the feet of its master. Wilsey was a friend and a mentor. John ought not wish for more.


  He had tried to win back his place at the Foreign Office. Before completing the task he’d been set, he’d alienated his superior and proven himself unworthy of the position. What’s more, he now had information everyone in the Cabinet desperately needed—but he couldn’t share it.


  He had tried to court a lady. He had instead placed himself at the mercy of a heartless temptress.


  He was sick unto death of being outflanked, outranked, and then knocked out of the game.


  He had not stumbled blindly into these tangles. Balking only made him a hypocrite, trying to excuse his own failure. He had lost a battle. But if he fought harder—if he were honest with himself: fought dirtier—he could still win the war.


  He arrived at Belgrave Square. Not a difficult route. He stood across the street from his door for a moment. Bright lanterns hung from hooks on either side of the doorway in anticipation of his arrival. More light leaked from underneath the door, spilling across the granite steps leading down to the pavement.


  A sleepy footman let him inside and he climbed the stairs to his room. The late night was catching up with him. His eyes were sore, his skin grimy and oversensitive. He stripped and left his clothes in a wrinkled heap on the carpet by his bed before crawling between the sheets.


  He took a fresh look at the problem in the clear light of morning.


  Before, he had treated Lady Lily like a neutral party. Someone who could be swayed to his side through argument or… emotional attachment. Now that the scales had fallen from his eyes, he would try a different approach. She was a strategist. A skilled manipulator. If she played at politics, it was because she wanted something. If he found out what, he could exploit it. Perhaps negotiate a trade.


  He considered going straight to Clive with information about the Orphan Pearl. But he had designed the bet, and if he had won he would have expected her to stand by her pledge. He could do no less. She had not, after all, played foul. She had never misrepresented herself. Quite the contrary, actually. She had warned him, in plain words, that he should not think too highly of her.


  And still he’d believed only the best. His stupidity staggered him.


  But now he understood. And if he could engineer another opportunity to speak to her, they could speak frankly. The situation was not beyond salvaging.


  A few days later, he sat down to dine with Jack Pym at the Athenaeum. Pym hailed a stranger, round-faced but lanky, with thinning hair and owlish eyes, who returned the greeting and pulled an empty seat up to their table.


  “Ho, Pym. You haven’t shown your face around here in a while. Tell me—”


  Pym interrupted. “Every time someone asks me about my next project, I erase a line of poetry.”


  “Well,” said the stranger, “conversation over, then.”


  “Listen, Valery, I’d like to introduce you to a friend of mine. This here is John Tacitus Ware—”


  “I’ve heard of you, haven’t I?” Valery asked.


  “It’s possible.”


  “Something about a mountain? Daring rescue?”


  “That was a long time ago,” John said. “But, yes.”


  “Ware, I have the honor of introducing you to Theodore Valery, a talented playwright and librettist who’s taken London by storm…” Pym paused. “Is there a particular accolade you’d like me to share?”


  “Well, you know that show at the Capital? The reviews haven’t been bad—”


  “But tickets are sold out for weeks,” said Pym. “Everybody’s talking about it. You had a hand in it?”


  “All the dialogue and all the songs. But the crowds aren’t coming for me. They’re coming to see Lady Lily Spark, back from the dead—”


  “Who?” John asked, suddenly paying much closer attention. “She can’t be performing.”


  “No, of course not.” Valery crossed his arms on the table and leaned into his story. “But she’s taken a box seat for the evening performance every day this week. You know the Earl of Bexley is a part owner of the theater?”


  John shook his head. “Bexley?”


  “The Duke of Hastings’s heir. But they’re estranged, and Hastings has never set foot inside the theater.”


  “I had no idea,” John murmured.


  “It seems Bexley has some unsavory habits,” said Pym. “Though he’s put his weight behind several truly marvelous productions over the past year—well, he and his countess. She’s the one who hired me.”


  “But what were you saying about Lady Lily?” John pressed. “I can’t imagine her attendance alone is enough to draw a crowd.”


  “You must not know the lady’s reputation,” said Valery. “It’s absolutely like her to walk right into a tense situation and bring all that trouble to the surface. Stir things up.”


  “Come now, Valery,” chided Pym. “Let’s not pretend you’ve ever moved in the same circles as Lady Lily. It’s all rumor to us.”


  “Not until the last week, certainly.” Valery laughed. “But I shouldn’t bite the hand that feeds. People come to spy on Lady Lily, but they stay for the show. I’ve already gotten several inquiries about new work.”


  “I know we’ve just met and it’s early to be asking for favors—but is there any chance you could get me a ticket?” John asked. “I’d be very grateful.”


  “You see how it works,” joked Valery to Pym. “She’s the best thing that ever happened to my career. Of course I can get you a ticket, Mr. Ware. It would be my pleasure.”


  True to his word, Valery met John underneath the sheltered colonnade that lined the theater’s grand entrance. The playwright escorted John through the door, waved the ushers away, and led him up a wide, curving flight of steps that circled around a blazing chandelier whose hundreds of candles dripped wax that hardened into pellets before hitting the marble floors below.


  “It’s not the best seat in the house,” Valery apologized, as they reached the top of the first staircase and started up another, much narrower one. “But you’ll hear well enough.”


  “It’s perfect. If you ever need a favor, and I could be of service, you have only to ask.”


  “I’ll take you up on that.” Pausing at the entrance to a balcony crowded with hard, narrow seats, Valery pointed. “Third row from the front. Second in. Your view of the stage won’t be very good, but Lady Lily sits in a balcony directly opposite, one level below. You’ll see her perfectly. Shall I leave you to it?”


  He was surrounded by young men just out of Oxford, families in their Sunday best, several groups of young matrons. It was hard to believe that so many ordinary, perfectly respectable citizens would spend a whole evening at the theater just to catch a glimpse of Lady Lily. Valery must have underplayed his own role in the production’s popularity.


  The door to Lady Lily’s box opened just as the orchestra began to warm up. She swept in alone, swathed in black—a severely cut gown, stripped of adornment, matched with elbow-length gloves and a long lace veil that covered her head and shoulders.


  A murmur rose up from the audience. The whole gathered assembly rustled like a living organism, straining in her direction. The young men to one side of him, the matrons on the other—they all looked.


  Standing upright and facing the stage, she lifted her veil inch by inch. The low, rounded neckline of her gown left little to the imagination. She wore a necklace, a single thick rope of gold that pointed like an arrow toward the deep cleft between her breasts.


  The veil rose higher, past her chin, revealing a closed mouth, a dreamy unfocused gaze. She stared into the distance as though she could see straight through the walls and streets of London into some far horizon. Every eye was on her, but she was too wrapped up in her own thoughts to notice.


  But of course it was a pose. When she finally turned to face the crowd, nobody could have doubted it. She propped one palm on the rail and leaned over to survey her admirers, tipping the full magnificence of her bosom toward the audience.


  Good God, but if any woman had ever been sent to earth for the sole purpose of making men weep with desire, it was she. She had the steely confidence of a courtesan. The poise of a queen. But that wide, mocking smile she cast out across the crowd? It was hers alone, and it hit him like a slap.


  Lady Lily thought she could make every person present dance to her tune. She thought she held them all in thrall, as she’d held him—


  But, God, she wasn’t wrong. The theater was packed. The librettist had all the work he could handle. And John was hard as a rock.


  The discordant noise coming from the orchestra pit dwindled to silence. The audience followed suit and Lady Lily sat—slantwise, though, with one arm curved over the rail of the balcony. From his high perch, John could see the way she sat with her legs stretched long and loose before her, some dark jewel on her slippers throwing off sequins of light as she wiggled her toes.


  A sweet, shy melody drifted up from the orchestra, faint enough that the sound of John’s chair scraping the ground made everyone in his section turn to frown at him. He was beyond caring. He slipped back down the narrow stairwell and down the corridor lined with doors to the boxes.


  Which one of them belonged to Lily?


  Which one?


  He paced back and forth, his agitation growing rather than diminishing. The overture finished, and a song filtered through from the stage. A back-and-forth exchange between several singers, muffled by the intervening walls. Their voices were lively and carefree, the traditional mode of fictional characters on the verge of terrible and unexpected suffering.


  John froze. What was wrong with him? All he had to do to locate Lady Lily was count. She’d been sitting in the fifth box from the end.


  He found the right door, eased it open, and slipped inside.


  The room beyond was small, square, papered in deep maroon stamped with a stylized flower pattern in gold. A lamp burned on a small table, and five empty chairs lined the walls to either side. The sixth chair would be out on the balcony, pressed into use by Lady Lily. At intermission she might step inside the anteroom to powder her nose, have refreshments brought in, mingle with friends.


  The singing was louder in the anteroom. Clearer, too. Despite the quick tempo, he could understand some of the lyrics now.


  John paced a slow circle and settled, finally, by leaning against the wall right next to the narrow door onto the balcony proper. Lady Lily had a secret. He knew it, and would use it against her. That was the game they were playing. He could exert pressure—make threats—while honoring to the terms of their wager.


  The back-and-forth ended and a baritone began an aria. His voice, full of furious urgency, could have been a personal rebuke. It boomed into the theater with such force that the walls vibrated, the song of a man who would not lower himself one inch for the convenience of his fellows. A voice that proclaimed, with every note, that the singer would choose death over a blow to his pride.


  What had happened to John’s pride? Had he abandoned it entirely?


  The baritone reached a crescendo. The orchestra followed his last, explosive notes with a clash of symbols. In the sudden and shocking silence that followed, John heard the scrape of a chair and the light tap of slippered feet on the balcony.


  The door opened. He had been standing in an unlit closet while she’d bathed in the blazing limelight. She ought to have been blind and fumbling while he reeled her in, comfortable with the dark. But she was dazzling enough to cancel out whatever advantage he might have gained. He could have lain before her like a sunbather, just to soak her in.


  “Ware?” she asked. “Is that you?”


  He reached out and cupped her cheek in his hand. Her skin was so smooth. Fine downy hairs along the cheeks, perfectly elastic.


  Through the still-open door a buttery soprano carried clearly. The new song formed a sharp contrast to the baritone’s—it was sweet and plaintive, full of yearning. And Lady Lily made a little breathless noise, her lips parted, her eyes going wide.


  He shifted his grip around to the back of her neck, so that he could tilt her chin up at the right angle. He slanted his head, sealed his lips to hers—and forgot about his pride, because it meant nothing.


  Her lips were softer than any flesh had a right to be. They gave to pressure as though filled with air, two clouds plucked from the sky to warn him that he had tumbled out of reality and into a dream.


  She fisted one hand in the sleeve of his evening jacket, and he felt the pull all along the seam at his shoulder. It slayed him, that she trusted him to keep her steady when just the touch of her lips made him lose all his bearings.


  “Why are you here?” she asked, coming up for air.


  He ignored the question and kissed her again. Licked her mouth open, shuddering when she yielded, and tangled his tongue with hers.


  “Ware,” she gasped, pulling away again. Every soft pant made his heart beat faster. “What are you doing here?”


  He shook his head, but it didn’t rattle any coherent thoughts loose. “Tell me what you want.”


  She froze, holding him at bay. Her voice lowered to a purr. “What I want?”


  He stroked his thumb along the line of her jaw, and the unyielding flex of muscle there cued him, as her voice hadn’t, to her mood. She could be impossible to read. “There has to be something that you want. Something I can give you.”


  “For what?” she asked, pushing at him when he tried to kiss her again.


  “The pearl.” He sighed. “To make you change your mind about the pearl.”


  “The pearl,” she repeated, caressing the words. And then, before he knew what she was about, she molded herself against his side and stroked her palm down the front of his pants.


  “Oh, God,” he croaked, collapsing against the wall. He squeezed his eyes shut. “Oh, God.”


  “Do you find this persuasive?” She made a fist around his cock and her little hand was appallingly strong. She squeezed and stroked with no hesitation at all. No consideration, either. It was unbearably good. “Does it make you forget about all your worries? All your fears? Everything you know about the world?”


  That was never my intention. He opened his mouth, but she crossed two fingers over his lips and that was enough to silence him.


  “Or does it make you angry? Even though you want it. Even though it feels good.” She twisted her arm, and he couldn’t breathe through the sudden shock of sensation. Like fire licking right up his spine. “Because it’s not a compliment, is it?”


  She let go, marched to the door, and opened it. She looked like she had sprung, fully-formed, from a thundercloud—a child of storms—proud, furious, and completely without mercy.


  He had never seen anything more beautiful in his life.


  “You can go to hell, John Tacitus Ware.”


  It took two steps to reach the open door. But the corridor yawned before him like his future—sumptuous but empty—and he could hardly bear the sight of it.


  “Now that you’ve brought it up, hell doesn’t sound so bad,” he said. “After all, every promise the damned have made must burn to a crisp at the first lick of flame.”


  He glanced sidewise at Lily, but she didn’t flinch. What had he expected? She had nerve enough for ten good soldiers. Maybe twenty.


  “Perhaps I’ll see you there,” he added, before he crossed the threshold. The door shut behind him with a quiet, perfectly controlled click.


  Chapter Fourteen


  He arrived at Clive’s townhouse just after dawn. The footman who answered his knock showed him to a dim salon. A maid bustled in while he waited, pulling back the curtains and throwing open the windows. The meager sunlight banished most of the shadows but let in the morning chill. The maid fluffed the pillows on either end of a low wood-frame Grecian sofa, picked up a vase whose arrangement of fresh flowers had begun to wilt, and carried it away with a small curtsey.


  Clive arrived a minute later wearing a brocaded banyan and velvet slippers over bare feet, his cheeks dusted with gold stubble. “This had better be important,” he said in a sleep-roughened voice.


  “If you still think that ‘the orphan girl’ is important, it is.”


  “Yes. Still important.” Clive blew out a resigned breath, ran a hand through his tousled hair, and dropped onto the recently fluffed sofa. “All right. Tell me what you’ve learned.”


  “It’s a jewel,” John began.


  Clive’s low laugh interrupted his explanation. “You did it.” He clapped, a hard, percussive strike of fingers against palm. “Good show. Tell me everything. What kind of jewel?”


  “A pearl with a pedigree—legendary—dating back to the eighth or ninth century. If you could imagine something like the pope’s mitre and the queen’s ermine rolled up into a single treasure, this would be it. This pearl is so famous that it has a name: al-Yatima. Translated directly from the Arabic, it means ‘the orphan girl’.”


  “Wait.” Clive rubbed his eyes. “Do you mean—”


  “Probably.”


  “A translation error?”


  “If you’d been intercepting French mail, passing translated copies on to our diplomats…”


  “And some clerk translated everything word for word, even if the rest of the letter happened to be in French, or Turkish… It makes me sick just to think about it,” said Clive. “We’ve wasted weeks. Bloody ridiculous.”


  “The tables have turned, Clive. You told me the French have been hunting for the Orphan Pearl in Turkey. They won’t find it. It’s in England. Lady Lily Spark has it.”


  Clive paled. “You mean Hastings has it.”


  “Not yet.”


  “But why? What does she plan to do with it?”


  “I don’t know her plans—but I can tell you what the French want it for.”


  “You can?”


  “I think they hope to make a gift of it to Mehmet Ali,” said John. “Do you know much about Mehmet Ali?”


  “I know he’s a brilliant general. A strong ruler, harsh but competent, interested in all the right things: science, technology, education.”


  “What about his history? How he rose to power?”


  Clive shook his head.


  “The Sultan sent him to Egypt as commander of a military regiment. Upon arrival, he discovered a healthy contingent of rebels in the country, Egyptians hoping to overthrow Ottoman rule. Instead of suppressing them, he cooperated with them. Helped them to expel the Ottoman governor. Once they’d succeeded, he invited all his allies—men he had worked and fought with, lords and soldiers, hundreds of people—to a celebration, ostensibly to honor one of his sons. When they arrived, he slaughtered them all.”


  Clive passed a hand over his mouth. “This is true?”


  “True, but not recent. It happened in 1810, 1811. Some years ago now. The fact remains that Mehmet Ali waded through blood to reach his current position. He’s accumulated a great deal of power, but in the most brutal, ignoble fashion. There is a stain on his reputation that he can never erase—”


  “But perhaps he can cast it into shadow.” Clive nodded with understanding. “And jewels do glitter so brightly.”


  “Exactly,” said John. “If the French make a show of giving him the Orphan Pearl, they’ll be establishing themselves as kingmakers.”


  “That’s not the half of it. By accepting it, Mehmet Ali will be announcing his ambitions to the world: to see the Ottoman Empire fall, and replace it with a new empire of his own making. A new capital, a new dynasty… and a very old, very powerful symbol.”


  “Wait here, will you?” Clive stood. “I’m going to take this directly to Palmerston. I want you to come with me, to explain.”


  By the time Clive was ready to leave—freshly shaven, fashionably dressed, smelling faintly of eau de cologne—and his carriage pulled around, the sun had risen and hung low in the sky, dull and yellow.


  A modest former residential building on Downing Street housed the Foreign Office. Despite efforts to renovate the building, it remained crowded and a little shabby. Clive escorted John one flight up the main staircase and into the Private Secretary’s office. In the time it took for a clerk to tell Lord Palmerston that they’d arrived, they were admitted.


  The Foreign Secretary rose to meet them, a dignified man with fine, wispy gray hair that whorled atop his head and bushed out from a luxuriant muttonchop beard. His small, sensitive eyes seemed to hide, mole-like, in their surrounding bags and pouches, but only a fool would miss their keenness.


  He offered John his hand, and they shook for the first time since he’d been dismissed.


  “Clive says you’ve been doing extraordinary work,” said Palmerston. “Of course, this comes as no surprise to me.”


  “Thank you, sir,” said John.


  “He’s gotten to the bottom of this orphan mystery,” said Clive. “I wanted him to explain it to you directly.”


  “Has he?” Palmerston’s bushy eyebrows twitched and he gestured to a set of carved wooden chairs upholstered in thick striped silk, grouped around a low table. “Take a seat. Tell me everything.”


  Coffee arrived, and John drained two cups while he explained everything.


  “Extraordinary,” said Palmerston. “How did Lady Lily obtain this jewel?”


  “I wish I knew,” John answered. “It’s been lost for more than six hundred years.”


  “Six hundred…?” Clive whistled.


  “Since the Mongols toppled the Abbasids. If it’s real—I haven’t seen it; it may not be—but if it’s real, it’s an artifact from a golden age. Truly priceless.”


  “Mehmet Ali cannot be allowed to lay his hands on this treasure.” Palmerston looked to Clive. “I tell you, this news makes me even more suspicious of his bid for peace. I had been reluctant to allow Mehmet Ali to dictate terms at all. This new information clarifies his ambitions and paints his collusion with the French in a more sinister light.”


  “What do you propose to do?” Clive asked Palmerston. “Steal the pearl from Hastings House?”


  “Is there some way to convince the girl to bring it to us?” Palmerston asked. “Mr. Ware—you’ve cultivated a relationship with Lady Lily.”


  “She will not cooperate with me,” John answered. “But she might respond to an overture from someone else.”


  “Might.” Palmerston shook his head. “No. That’s not good enough. Time is of the essence. Holland has gained a foothold—and Hastings supports him, of course—they’ve convinced nearly everyone to sign all of southern Syria over to Mehmet Ali. But if we can give the other powers proof of France’s ambitions—”


  “We should talk about where to post Ware,” Clive interrupted.


  “That’s right.” Palmerston snapped his fingers. “In fact, we can do better. Where would you like to go?”


  John was too stunned to respond immediately.


  “Don’t be so surprised,” Palmerston said. “We’ve had to learn your value the hard way. And you’ve certainly come through in a crisis for us today. Name your destination.”


  “Buenos Aires?” John suggested.


  “Done,” said Palmerston. “It will take a month or two to arrange, but I’m sure you’ll need the time to prepare. Welcome back, Consul-General.”


  “A triumph,” murmured Clive as they left Downing Street, before parting ways, and John had to admit to himself that Clive was right.


  If he could have traveled through time, back to the day he’d been dismissed, and promised himself that he would be reinstated, promoted even, his past self would have rejoiced. The sting of rejection would not have bitten so deep. He would have greeted the two years that followed with patience and good humor.


  But the moment had come, and he felt nothing at all. He’d been vindicated, but it brought him no satisfaction. He’d earned praise from a man who had once sneered at him, but he felt no pride.


  He’d be lying if he pretended that he didn’t understand why this victory rang so hollow. He had cheated. He had done something terrible, and he’d been rewarded for it. It seemed that everywhere he turned, the people who ought to have demanded more from him, made him a better man, asked that he degrade himself instead.


  To be fair, he had been willing enough. He could not pretend to be selfless. He hadn’t refused the prize that Palmerston offered, hadn’t even considered it. Like everyone else, he wanted what he wanted. And, as history proved with distressing regularity, almost anything could be justified in hindsight.


  Chapter Fifteen


  Lily sat on her bed, dressed to go out: a day dress of stiff black taffeta, an Indian shawl puddled in her lap. Shoes laced, hair styled with modest simplicity. She’d pulled al-Yatima out from its cubby underneath the floor and held it now, warm and smooth, between her palms. The sunlight streaming through the window made it blaze like a little sun.


  When would Ware report to the Foreign Office about the pearl? This morning? This afternoon? She had no doubt that he would tell all. He had tried to persuade her, he had failed. His next step was obvious.


  How long before the information made its way to her father? A few days? A week? The secret wouldn’t keep for long. She needed to end her dependence on her father before he could use it against her.


  A knock sounded at the door and Lily called out, “Come in,” burying the pearl in her shawl. She expected her maid with an update about the afternoon’s excursion to the Court of Chancery. If all went according to plan, in a few hours she would reclaim her name in the eyes of the law, and, with it, rights to her inheritance.


  Instead of her maid, her father stood at the door.


  “Shall we go?” Lily asked, with an optimistic smile.


  “That depends.” His gold eyes glittered. “It’s come to my attention that you have something of value in your possession. A pearl?”


  The smile froze on Lily’s face. How could he have learned about al-Yatima so quickly? Not even a whole day had passed since Ware had confronted her in the theater.


  “I see.” He ground his cane into the rug. “You will give it to me.”


  “It’s not yours.”


  “Nevertheless, you will give it to me,” he said.


  Lily curled her hands into fists in her lap. “No, I won’t.”


  “You misunderstand, Lily. I’m not making a request. You do not have the option of refusing.”


  “And yet that’s what I’ve done.”


  He nodded slowly. “Then let me tell you how we will proceed. I need that pearl. I need it now. And that means that you will not leave this room until I have it—that you will not eat until I have it—that you will have no visitors, write no letters, read no books. You’re a survivor, Lily. You’ve proven that much, at least. I think you’ll give me the pearl before you starve.”


  Lily swallowed. “You would do that? To your own daughter?”


  “And more.” His lips thinned. “You should not have kept this from me.”


  “But, Papa, you’ve just proven that I had to.”


  “You’ll be watched to prevent escape,” he continued, responding to the spirit of her reply, if not the actual words. “Do you think I haven’t learned from your past exploits? You won’t get another chance—”


  “You can have the pearl,” Lily interrupted. She flipped her skirt aside, revealing al-Yatima. “Here. It’s yours.”


  He was still and speechless for so long that Lily’s muscles, locked up tight with dread, began to ache.


  “Bring it here.”


  Lily slid off the bed, draped her shawl over her shoulders, and carried the pearl to her father. She kept her head down, a submissive posture that hid the defiance he would have seen in her eyes.


  “Astonishing,” he marveled. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  “It’s one of a kind.”


  He held out his hand, palm up. “Give it to me.”


  “You’re so used to getting what you want.”


  “Because I don’t make idle threats,” he said sharply, shaking his outstretched hand.


  “And so resistance just melts away.” Lily held the pearl just out of reach. “You’ve gotten so used to watching your opponents retreat that you’ve forgotten something important.”


  “I’m not playing, Lily. Now.”


  “A threat can frighten people into doing what you wish,” Lily continued. “But there’s a risk, too. When you tell people what you want, what you plan, you give them something they can use.”


  “Oh? And what’s that?”


  “A warning.”


  And then, without hesitation, she hiked up her skirt and kicked the knee of his bad leg.


  He teetered—silently, shock warring with fury in his expression—throwing his weight forward to catch his balance on his cane. Lily ducked and swept her arm at the glittering gold stick, knocking it away and sending her father toppling.


  He landed with a thud and she screamed. It was so wrong, to see her unshakable father sprawled out on the floor and yelling for help. She wanted to lend him her arm and raise him up. But heavy footsteps thudded on the staircase, servants on the way to offer all the help he needed, and she didn’t have time to gawk.


  “I’m sorry, Papa,” she said. “I love you, but I won’t let you take it from me.”


  She ran. Down the stairs, past footmen dashing up to answer her father’s call for help, out the door that Rundle held open for one of the hall boys already running to fetch a doctor. She gained the square but didn’t pause, bundling the pearl into her shawl as she scampered around the nearest corner, and then the next, zigzagging away from Hastings House.


  She caught the attention of the driver of an empty hansom cab, took a seat inside his vehicle, and breathed a sigh of relief. Fifteen minutes later, she knocked at the back door of Adam’s theater. When the page boy answered, she pushed past him and took the stairs two at a time, pounding on the door to her brother’s flat.


  A woman in a maid’s uniform answered this time, but Lily ducked under her arm and trotted down the hallway, shouting, “Adam!” as she went. “Adam, are you here?”


  He burst into the spacious salon at the same moment she did. They mirrored one another for a moment, separated by a sea of potted plants, under the fixed eyes of a dozen painted figures, until Lily clutched her shawl to her chest and said, “I need help.”


  “Of course. Always. Have a seat.” He signaled to the maid. “We’ll get you some tea, and you can tell me what happened.”


  “It’s Papa.” Lily collapsed onto the sofa. Either she was exhausted—too spent to stand or explain—or jittery with pent-up energy. It seemed to be one or the other, but she wasn’t sure which. “I think I need to leave the country.”


  “Everything’s going to be fine, Lily.” Adam sat, knees widespread, and propped his elbows on his thighs. “Talk to me. Start at the beginning.”


  “That’s too long ago.” Lily pulled apart the knot she’d made in her shawl, to hold al-Yatima, and pushed the fabric away from the jewel. “This is all you need to know. He found out I have it—he wants it—he won’t stop until he’s taken it from me.”


  “And we’ll prevent that from happening,” said Adam, steel in his voice.


  Lily tapped the tip of her slipper against the floor. Why wouldn’t he understand? “He threatened to lock me in my room without food until I gave it to him, Adam. If he’d starve me, what do you think he’d do to you?”


  “Starve you,” Adam repeated.


  Lily nodded. She didn’t need to swear or insist. If their father had said it, he would follow through. It was one of his bedrock principles, and both his children had ended by imitating it.


  Just then, Caro swanned in with a loaded tea tray in her arms. “You’re always welcome here, Lily.” She dropped to one knee and set the tray on the table, back perfectly straight, without even glancing down. Her arm swung out in a graceful arc and her fingers seemed to alight, as if by chance, on the sugar tongs. “Now, how do you take—oh!” Her dark eyes went wide. “Oh, my.”


  Adam followed his wife’s gaze. “What is that?”


  Lily moved the shawl to the table, next to the tray, and placed al-Yatima atop it. “It’s a pearl. A very famous pearl.”


  “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” breathed Caro.


  Adam snorted. “It looks like something an opium-eater would dream up.”


  “And that’s the least of it,” said Lily. “Papa plans to use the pearl to move forward his political goals. But it’s not just him. I was followed all the way across Turkey by men who hoped to steal it from me. I thought I’d be safe here, but if I’m not… I need to get as far away as possible.”


  “And then what?” Adam asked. “You can’t keep running every time something goes wrong, Lily.”


  “I think America would be best,” Lily continued. “New York, to start. If you book my passage and give me—oh, a few hundred pounds, perhaps? Whatever you can spare. I promise I won’t make any further attempts to claim my inheritance. It’ll all be yours, when Papa dies—”


  “You’re not leaving the country,” snapped Adam.


  “You won’t get a better rate of return anywhere,” Lily finished.


  “You’re in a panic. I understand. But you need to calm down. You’re talking about running, but you haven’t looked for any alternatives. We can fix this.”


  “You won’t be able to stop him,” said Lily.


  Adam glanced at his wife. “We’ve done it once.”


  Caro nodded. “The Duke of Hastings is not invincible.”


  “What if I would rather leave?” A part of her wished she’d gone straight for the docks and hopped aboard the first ship that would take her. Destination anywhere. “What if I’m not running but just—doing what comes naturally? I don’t think I was made to stay in one place.”


  “That’s a conversation we can have later, after we’ve dealt with our father,” said Adam. “This isn’t a decision to make in haste. Listen to yourself, Lily—you’re not thinking clearly.”


  “Perhaps we can make a few inquiries,” countered Caro, with a pointed glance at her husband. “A journey of the kind you’re talking about isn’t planned in a day.”


  “No.” Adam paced to the window. His chest heaved. “You were dead, Lily. You can’t come back, turn everything upside-down, and then disappear again before we have a chance to know you. We deserve better than that.” He paused. “I deserve better than that.”


  “So you won’t help me?”


  “I told you what help I have to offer.”


  “Adam,” said Caro. “I wonder if, perhaps…”


  But the door to the flat opened at just that moment, and Caro trailed off into silence as they all turned toward the noise. Footsteps clapped down the hallway and Alfie rounded the corner into the salon.


  He froze. “Lily.”


  A new set of possibilities unspooled before her. What was the saying? Any port in a storm? Well, the skies had opened up.


  She gave her one-time lover a hesitant smile. “Hello, Alfie.”


  He rocked forward onto his toes, eyes widening.


  “You may as well come in,” she added. Grudgingly, for the sake of verisimilitude.


  “I can’t.” He swayed into the frame of the door, sinuous and loose-limbed. “I’d fall down on my knees and have to crawl. Embarrassing for everyone.”


  “Alfie…” Adam grimaced. “Your sense of timing could use some improvement.”


  “Actually,” said Lily, “I’ve been thinking, and—I’m sorry about how I behaved the last time I was here. I was hasty, and I regret the things I said. Maybe, if we talked…”


  Adam frowned. “No.”


  “You won’t impress your sister by being quarrelsome,” said Caro. “How many times have you told me you wish they’d sit down together and have a civil conversation?”


  Adam capitulated. “Alfie—don’t let her out of your sight, do you hear me?”


  “You may rely on it,” said Alfie, in the blandest tone imaginable.


  Adam and Caro left the salon. The second they’d gone, Lily crooked her finger at Alfie. He pushed away from the wall and slunk close, his pale eyes wary.


  “Get me out of here,” she whispered. “Right now.”


  He offered his arm. “Your wish is my command.”


  She snatched up the pearl, bundled it back in her shawl, and took Alfie’s hand in her own. She pulled him along the little hallway and opened the door slowly, careful of any telltale squeaking.


  He eased the door shut and followed close behind, silent as a cat burglar. They hurried down the stairs, passing the page boy sweeping on a landing, but paused when they reached the ground floor.


  “How did you arrive?” Lily asked.


  “On foot,” said Alfie. “Do you really think they’ll give chase?”


  “They might not,” Lily said. “But my father will.”


  “Hastings sent you running?”


  Lily nodded.


  “Then wrap that shawl around your head. Let it drape over your face; I’ll guide your steps.”


  Lily closed Alfie’s hands around al-Yatima.


  “What in God’s name is this—”


  With both hands, she whipped the shawl out to its full length and then wrapped it in loose folds around her head and shoulders. Then she took the pearl back, folding her arms across her chest and tucking it into the crook of her elbow, where she could cover it with her palm.


  Footsteps sounded several flights above. “We have to go.”


  Alfie opened the door and shepherded her out into the narrow alley behind the theater. She kept her head down and let him wrap his arm around her waist, hustling her along the pavement until he hailed a hackney and helped her inside.


  He leaned into the compartment. “I need to give the driver a destination. Where are we going?”


  “I haven’t a clue.” Lily laughed. “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”


  “Then come home with me,” he said.


  “No.”


  “Why not? If it’s your father you’re scared of—”


  “You are the last person I’d trust to stand up to my father,” Lily interrupted.


  “I abandoned you when you needed me most. I left you alone so I could save my own worthless, good-for-nothing hide. Lily, I’ve regretted it every day since. Every day, and there have been a great many days since then. I learned my lesson. I’m not a coward anymore.”


  “Is it true that you’ve become a rake?” Lily asked. “That you seduce women—innocents, even, and leave them to ruin?”


  Still hovering, Alfie ducked his head and shrugged.


  “Answer me, Alfie, or we part ways right now.”


  “I don’t hate myself when I’m in bed with a woman,” he said flatly. “I don’t want to die.”


  “So it’s true?”


  His lips twisted, but he didn’t reply. No matter. Silence was answer enough.


  Lily rubbed her forehead. She’d had foresight enough to tie a linen pocket around her waist, underneath her dress, and stow a small purse inside. It held twenty guineas or so—enough to live on for a few months, if she practiced extreme economy. She could extend that time by pawning her dress in exchange for something plain. Her rings and ear bobs ought to be worth a few shillings.


  She might even manage passage to America. Cheap, dangerous, and foul—not something she wanted to risk on her own, without a companion or protector. But she’d survived it once, on her way to England. She might be able to do it again.


  Damn John Tacitus Ware. Damn him. A few more hours, and she’d have ended the day a wealthy woman. Free and independent and safe. Instead, she’d been thrown back to a state of utter desperation.


  With a shudder, she remembered her last hours in Acara. Starting awake to the crack of gunfire. Smoke scraping her throat with every breath. Knotting a headscarf around an armload of clothes, creeping under cover of darkness through an orange grove heavy with fragrant blossoms. Arriving at the maidan, where Rustem gasped his last on the packed earth, firelight flickering wetly on blood and bone.


  She had thought, then, that she would never live to see another sunrise. Then that she would never make it to Constantinople, or to England, and so on. But she had woken up every morning wanting to live, and so she had traveled a vast distance as everyone must do, one mile at a time.


  But she had learned something important in the process. Every time she uprooted herself—by choice or by force—was harder than the last. Leaving everything behind, starting afresh, left her diminished. Her strength, her equilibrium, her willpower all suffered.


  “I’ve disappointed you,” Alfie said quietly.


  Lily snorted. “Just me?”


  “Viper,” said Alfie, without heat. “Whatever my sins, I’m offering to help you—and I’m one of the few people in the city who can.”


  Lily huffed and clutched the pearl tighter. “Tell the driver your address and get in.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  John took his pistol out of storage. Cleared the long table in his library, laid out some towels, and disassembled the gun. He cleaned it carefully, checked the parts for wear, lubricated where necessary. When he’d finished, he wiped the oil from his hands with a rag and ate alone while the sun burned orange in the western sky, and slipped out after dark.


  He couldn’t leave until he’d fulfilled Wilsey’s request. So. Time to get this task behind him, at last.


  Kingston lived in a squat little townhouse on Charles Street. John circled around to the mews that backed up to the houses opposite Kingston’s. The long row of stables lay quiet. Most evening events had started, few had ended. The grooms rested in between.


  John tugged off his shoes and stockings. He tied the laces of the shoes together and slung them around his neck. The stockings he stuffed in his coat pocket. He shook a handful of powdered chalk from a small pouch he’d tied to his belt, rubbing it into his feet and toes and then shaking loose another handful to coat his hands.


  The mews weren’t particularly tall. Two stories. Not a tremendous challenge—except that he had to move quickly. He plotted out his route, the protruding bricks that he’d use as footholds, the distance he’d leave between his body and the window in case one of the grooms happened to be looking out. He followed it over and over again, until he could close his eyes and play out the steps.


  Then he took a deep breath, counted to three, and set his fingertips into the groove between two shoulder-level bricks. He raised himself up and sought out cracks where his toes would fit. He didn’t cling, he balanced. Hand over hand, counting the seconds as he climbed, never pausing. Twenty seconds to the top, another ten to pull himself onto the roof without raising a racket.


  He crawled to the other side of the building on his belly, slow and careful. A short breezeway connected the mews to the townhouse. When he was sure the house lay quiet, John slithered across on his belly. The high-quality stonework on the residence didn’t provide nearly so many nooks and crannies as the brick-built mews. The final stage of his ascent would be shorter but much more difficult.


  He dipped into his store of chalk again. Applied a fresh coat. Planned his route, every move, but couldn’t take this wall with the same speed. He levered himself up by wedging his fingers and toes into the thin strips of mortar between the large smooth stones of the facade. A weak hold, and every shift of his weight threatened the balance that kept him vertical.


  A long, stupid, dangerous climb. John cursed Wilsey the whole way up, but he made it.


  Finally he stood on the roof. Flat and cramped, but directly across from Kingston’s townhouse. He took off his coat so he could reach the coil of thick rope he’d slung over his shoulder. Scratchy stuff, prickling through his linen shirt the whole way here.


  He dropped his coat to mark his spot and carried the rope to the end of the block. A chimney flue looked sturdy enough to hold him, so he knotted the rope around it. That would be his exit route.


  He loaded the gun and settled down to wait. Twilight faded to dark, but nobody came or went from Kingston’s townhouse. The ground floor windows were dark. Windows on the upper stories glowed with golden light. Kingston seemed to be home but not entertaining.


  A woman’s skirt swished into view on the second floor. Very dark, either navy or black. Kingston’s paramour? Widows would be his natural prey.


  Her stockinged foot tapped restlessly, tracing lines and circles on the floor. Then it flattened and she paced toward the window with a quick, light step. Angled above the window as he was, she revealed herself to him inch by inch: full hips, slim arms, the deep indent of her waist.


  His heartbeat slowed.


  She bent to peer down at the street and he got his first look at the smooth, untroubled oval of her face. Her strong, straight nose and clever, fine-cut lips. He knew them. He’d studied Lady Lily until he could see past her frothy, frivolous facade. Until he wondered how he’d misjudged her so thoroughly, when the scales ought to have fallen from his eyes after a single look into her honey-bright eyes, always sharp as a dagger in the dark.


  He stood, in the grip of a rage so hot it felt like an ice bath, every muscle tight and hard with the sudden appalling shock. Hustled to the rope and shimmied down, dropping the last few feet. He fell into a low crouch, then lunged forward while his knees still twanged from the impact.


  He raised the knocker, let it fall. Waited, teeth grinding, until the latch turned. Then he kicked the door open and forced his way inside. He found himself inside a narrow foyer. Marble floors, furniture of a practical nature—an umbrella stand, a coat rack. A wooden stairwell, squared rather than curved, skirted the opposite wall.


  “Lily!” he shouted.


  But Kingston appeared instead, descending the stairwell and pausing on the landing. He wore nothing but his shirtsleeves, neckcloth loose, so informal John couldn’t doubt what he’d first suspected: Lily had returned to Kingston’s bed.


  “Lily!” he shouted again.


  “Get him out,” Kingston snarled.


  Before any of Kingston’s servants could reach him, John bounded up the stairs. He slammed into Kingston, pinning him against the opposite wall.


  “Where is she?”


  And then Lily appeared at the top of the stairwell. She wore a simple day dress, hair loose and unstyled, tendrils curling around her cheeks. Silk stockings, no shoes. No jewelry, either. A mistress at ease in her lover’s home.


  The breath whistled in and out of John’s lungs, harsh and discordant.


  “Let go,” she commanded. She pattered down the stairs, snarled her hand in his hair and yanked, winding her fingers tighter and tighter. “Stand down and let go.”


  John dropped Kingston, who slid down the wall, gasping for breath.


  “Why?” Why him, he meant. Why not me. “And since when?”


  “You have no right to ask me that question,” she answered, crisp and cool. “Nor any other.”


  “Has this all been about you?” Kingston rasped, from his place on the floor. “How did he know? Did you tell him?”


  Lily frowned down at him. “What do you mean?”


  “He tried to kill me a few weeks back,” said Kingston. “Very nearly succeeded, too. Ambushed me in the museum.”


  Lily’s gaze swung slowly round. “Is that so?”


  “Not for your sake,” said John, stiffly, pinned by their glares.


  “I’ve been trying to reason it out,” said Kingston. “Sat down with a copy of Debrett’s, but he’s not in it. Hard to make a list of sisters and nieces I might have slept with when I can hardly figure out who his people are.”


  “Her name is irrelevant,” said John. “What matters is that you seduced a young woman. Lured her with false promises and abandoned her once you’d stolen her innocence.”


  Kingston snorted. “Sounds familiar.”


  “Familiar?” Lady Lily repeated. “Because you do it so often?”


  “It’s what I did to you, isn’t it?”


  Lady Lily frowned.


  “You’ve said as much,” Kingston continued. “And more. I’m a heartless monster. Not worth your time; not worth your pity, even.”


  John’s lip curled. “You know what kind of man he is, and you’re still here?”


  “Obviously I’ve tricked her somehow,” said Kingston, still a disjointed sprawl of limbs on the floor. “Lured her with false promises.”


  Lily turned on him. “Don’t you dare—”


  “Go on,” Kingston taunted. “Tell me what not to do.”


  Lily cut herself short and turned away from the earl, folding her arms tight across her chest.


  “I believe I’ve cleared the way for you, Ware,” said Kingston, baring his throat. “Might as well finish the job.”


  John took a step back. He had stumbled into something unnerving. Complicated, private, disturbing—repellent.


  “No?” Kingston’s lips twisted into a foul little smile. “Do you need some help?”


  “Enough,” snapped Lily. She rested one hand on Kingston’s shoulder and turned to Ware. “What exactly did this girl say to you?”


  “She didn’t—she’s a respectable young woman. It would have been inappropriate. Her father asked me to act in his stead.”


  Lily’s expression sharpened. “Her father?”


  John looked down at Kingston, who was still wearing that nasty grin. “He must answer for what he has done.”


  “I agree,” said Lily. Kingston tried to knock her hand away from his shoulder, but she held on. “And that’s why you must speak to the girl.”


  “Absolutely not.” John shook his head. “She has suffered enough.”


  “Ask her what happened—”


  “I know what happened!” John shouted.


  “It doesn’t matter what happened,” said Kingston. “It’s a rigged game. The story always ends the same way. You know that better than anyone, Lily. Don’t you?”


  “Ask the girl what happened,” said Lily. “If she tells the same story as her father, I will load the gun for you myself.”


  John hadn’t understood half the conversation. All he knew was that he ought to have pulled the trigger while he was on the roof. It had been a mistake to look Kingston in the eye, and a mistake to give Lily a chance to speak for him.


  Wilsey had been right to doubt John. Talking to Amelia would strengthen his resolve.


  “I’ll hold you to that,” he said to Lily, and left.


  §


  Lily stared sightlessly at the door.


  “Why defend me?” Alfie asked.


  Lily sank onto the floor next to Alfie. She wrapped her arms around her knees and hugged them close, feet flat on the landing. “You never did a thing to me that I didn’t want. That I didn’t ask for.”


  “I made your life impossible. You left the country because of me.”


  “I left because I didn’t want to marry the Duke of Leeds.”


  That had been her father’s solution to the problem, when he’d discovered them. Marry her to a sixty-year-old man, a widower with a pack of heirs. Someone her dubious virtue wouldn’t harm.


  A tear dripped down the side of Alfie’s nose.


  “Oh, Alfie.” She blinked back tears of her own. “You had good reason to be frightened. You’d just lost your father. You had a mother and a sister to think of. It’s no small thing to defy my father. They might have paid for our defiance.”


  “Lily, it’s my fault your father found us. I arranged for it to happen.”


  Lily froze. “No.”


  “I asked him for your hand,” he said. “Over and over, but he always refused.”


  “You did no such thing. I would have known.”


  “How? I didn’t tell you. I thought things were quite tense enough without my adding to it. He didn’t tell you because… well, why would he consult you on the subject? I thought I could force him to accept my suit.”


  A strange sound, half laugh and half sob, bubbled up her throat. She pressed her fingers to her lips to hold it in. “What fools we were.”


  “I’m sorry, Lily.”


  “Don’t be. Listen to you. Whatever you’ve done these last ten years, that boy I loved has nothing to apologize for. You didn’t wrong me, Alfie.”


  His let his head fall back against the wall, chin tipped up and throat exposed. “Oh, God.”


  Lily laced her hand through his and laid her head on his shoulder. “Should I fetch the smelling salts?”


  He laughed hoarsely.


  “Warm milk,” Lily suggested.


  “I forgot what a pest you were.”


  “Because you have cheese for brains.”


  “Lily?”


  “Hmm?”


  “I’m not a liar.”


  “I hope not.”


  “Whoever it is, she might hate me…” Alfie sighed and squeezed her hand. “If someone has to kill me, I guess I’d like it to be you.”


  “If the accusation turns out to be true…” She really would stand back and let him die. He’d deserve it. “Have you thought about steering clear of young unmarried ladies?”


  Alfie shrugged. “I think about it.”


  “And then?”


  “And then I stop thinking.” Alfie rubbed his throat. “I need tea. Or whiskey. That man is hard on the vocal chords.”


  Lily shoved herself to her feet and held out her hand. “Here. I’ve got you.”


  Chapter Seventeen


  Amelia did not want to see him. Ordinarily, that would have been the end of it. But her parents weren’t inclined to indulge her moods, which they’d reclassified as tantrums, and so she was dragged forth.


  She was a lovely girl, even in a snit. A lively brunette whose pale skin blushed rose-pink at the slightest provocation—though her usually ready smile was noticeably absent and her eyes shot daggers at him rather than sparks.


  “Take a turn with me,” he coaxed. “The fresh air will do you good.”


  She folded her arms. “It’s too hot.”


  “Then you’ll carry a parasol,” said Lady Wilsey. “I’ve already had it brought down.”


  “We won’t be gone long,” John assured her.


  Amelia sighed her irritation and went to put on her bonnet and gloves. Lady Wilsey apologized for her husband’s absence. John didn’t explain that he’d arranged his meeting around it. He didn’t want to see his friend until he’d settled the matter with Kingston.


  When Amelia returned, instead of joining them in the drawing room she paused in the vestibule and tapped her foot on the tiles until John bid Lady Wilsey farewell.


  Amelia stood as far away from him as could be considered polite as he escorted her down the street, toward Green Park, twirling her parasol—with its pointed ribs—so close to his eye that he knew she half hoped to blind him.


  “I hate you,” said Amelia.


  At least she hadn’t made him guess. “Since when?”


  “You and my papa. All you want is to get rid of me as fast as possible.”


  “Why would you say that?”


  She pointed her nose in the opposite direction and sniffed.


  John let her sulk. They crossed Piccadilly and gained the lawn. To the left, a path curved toward a copse of leafy trees. All the visitors to the park had flocked to the shade, seeking refuge from the midafternoon sun. John urged Amelia in the opposite direction, toward an isolated bench facing the street.


  “Will you sit?”


  “If you insist.” She made a show of smoothing her skirt out of the way so that it didn’t touch him as she lowered herself onto the seat.


  He sat next to her. Stared down at his knit hands, marshaling his thoughts. Every rule of gentlemanly conduct forbade this conversation. He had no idea how to begin, no way to ease into it. So. Straight to the point, then.


  “Did Lord Kingston force you?”


  “What?” Amelia squeaked.


  “I’m sorry. I need to know.”


  The parasol stopped spinning and slumped to the side, leaving her face half in sun and half in shade, one eye squinted almost closed. “I’m a good girl.”


  “Of course you are.” He paused. “Is that your answer?”


  She pursed her lips, looked away.


  “Very well,” said John. “You don’t want to answer my questions. They’re embarrassing and rude and I have no right to ask. But you should know, if you don’t want to talk, that I am going to kill the Earl of Kingston.”


  She jumped in the seat. “You’re going to what?”


  “Kill him,” John repeated.


  “That’s what Papa was asking you about?”


  John nodded.


  “Oh.” She blushed. “Oh.”


  John frowned.


  She blinked rapidly. “In a duel?”


  “Probably not.”


  “You mean… what else could… you’d murder him?”


  “Don’t worry about the details. None of that matters,” said John. “I’m here to find out what you want. You have a chance to exact justice without exposing yourself to ridicule. Take it.”


  “Does he have to die?”


  “That’s up to you, Amelia. Should he?”


  “I don’t know…” She trailed off. “I don’t much care if he lives.”


  “But he mislead you,” said John. “He make promises that he didn’t keep.”


  “No, he didn’t.” She folded pleats in her skirt, pinching them between her thumb and forefinger to make a fan, and then smoothed them out with a nervous swipe. “Exactly the opposite, actually. He told me I should stay away from him, that he’d only cause me heartache.”


  John rubbed his forehead. He was not exactly surprised that this tactic had worked on Amelia. She had a bit of her father’s adventurous spirit. Always had.


  “Did he pursue you with unwanted attentions? Ignore requests to keep his distance?”


  Her shoulders slumped. “No.”


  John waited.


  “I always approached him,” she admitted. “He said all sorts of clever, cruel things. It was great fun.”


  “Cruelty shouldn’t be fun,” said John. “He took advantage of you, Amelia. He caused you pain.”


  “I thought… I came to care so much for him. I couldn’t believe he didn’t feel the same.”


  Finally, he’d asked the right question. “So he courted you?”


  “Not… precisely.” Amelia hunched over, curling her shoulders defensively. “That is to say, we could not speak to one another openly. It would have caused a scandal.”


  “Privately, then?”


  “He told me nothing would persuade him to marry.”


  “Amelia…” This was quite possibly the most uncomfortable conversation he’d ever had—and it could only be worse for her. But it seemed he’d finally wound his way round to the truth. “Am I to understand that you pursued him?”


  “What if I did?” Amelia plucked at the fingers of her gloves. “Nobody had to find out. Nothing bad happened. It would all be fine if—but, no. One mistake, and everything I like is wrong. Everything I want is forbidden.”


  “Amelia, this isn’t a little mistake. It’s an incredibly important—”


  “I don’t care what’s important!” she shouted.


  “Lower your voice,” John snapped.


  “That’s right. That’s the only thing that matters,” said Amelia bitterly. “Keeping everything quiet. Just lock me in a closet until Papa finds someone who will take me off his hands. My groom will hold his nose all the way to the altar, I’m sure.”


  “You think you should be allowed to continue on as before?”


  “I wish that I hadn’t done it,” Amelia admitted. “Because I had hoped for things that didn’t happen. I wish I could erase all of that. But mostly I wish that I hadn’t gotten caught.”


  “And so you lied to your father,” said John.


  Amelia snorted.


  “All right,” said John. “What did you tell him?”


  “He told me to stay away from Kingston and I refused.” Amelia shrugged. “Now he hates me.”


  “I see.” And he did. Wilsey had lied. John rubbed at his forehead. “So, it’s up to you. Do you want me to kill him?”


  “You’d still do it? After everything I just told you?”


  “He treated you poorly. You deserve better.”


  “You think so?”


  “Of course I do.”


  “No. Don’t. What good would it do?” Amelia stared with apparent fascination at a pigeon pecking its way along the gutter. When a carriage wheel veered too close, the pigeon fled and she sighed. “Maybe it would make my father happy.”


  “It might,” said John, dryly.


  “I’m to marry the most ridiculous man,” complained Amelia.


  “Why don’t you like him?” John asked.


  She fidgeted. “He’s not handsome.”


  “Anything else?” said John.


  “He’s a younger son.”


  “You were never guaranteed an heir.”


  “I don’t like him, that’s all.”


  “Is he ambitious? Temperate? Could you interest yourself in his work, or the environments where his work will take him? How do you find his conversation?”


  She shrugged.


  “Do me a favor,” John coaxed. “Try to get to know him. Find out if you could like him, examine his character. If you believe that there’s no possibility of a happy marriage, I’ll take up your objection with your father.”


  “Really?”


  “I can’t make any guarantees,” said John. “Your father doesn’t have to listen to me. But I’ll be an advocate, if you need one.”


  “Why are you being so kind to me?”


  “Amelia, you’re my—” John caught himself. “Goddaughter. I promised to stand by you, to help you when you’re in need. Why would that change now?”


  She blinked at him. “You really mean that?”


  “Always.” He stood up and held out his arm. “We should get you home. Your mother will worry.”


  They walked home together in companionable silence. John imagined Lily in Amelia’s place—young and bold and resentful. It was surprisingly easy. Perhaps she hadn’t sent him to Amelia because she had such faith in Kingston, but because she wished someone had sat her down as he’d just done. Having lost control of her own fate, she could have decided someone else’s.


  There was some justice in it.


  §


  He walked home deep in thought, but when he finally stepped through the door, the Duke of Clive emerged from the front salon onto the landing, one floor up. He tapped his nails on the balustrade while John handed his hat and gloves to a footman.


  “Where have you been?” Clive demanded.


  “Out,” John answered, starting up the stairs.


  “You’ve been to see her, haven’t you?”


  Not hard to guess which “her” Clive meant, which didn’t stop John from asking, “Been to see whom?”


  “Lady Lily,” Clive snapped. “She’s vanished. Again.”


  John snorted. That was one way of putting it.


  Clive squinted. “You aren’t concerned?”


  “Should I be? She’s a very… resourceful woman.” John jerked his head to indicate that Clive should follow, and led the way to the front salon. The clock read three, but he crossed directly to the liquor cabinet and poured himself a stiff drink. “Want one?”


  “No.”


  “Suit yourself.” John tossed back a deep swallow, topped off the glass, and perched uncomfortably on one of the room’s dainty antique chairs. Clive’s mood, he was disgusted to observe, appeared to be shifting away from panic and toward pointed curiosity.


  “She took the pearl with her.”


  John frowned. “Oh? How do you know?”


  “I don’t,” Clive admitted, pacing toward the window and back. “She fled the same day we spoke to Palmerston, and Hastings reacted by visiting every member of the Cabinet for a round of blackmail. They fell into line behind Holland like a set of toy soldiers, one by one.”


  “Even Palmerston?”


  “No. Palmerston is set on war,” said Clive.


  “So now there’s widespread international consensus about the treaty… with terms dictated by France and favorable to Mehmet Ali… and Palmerston is the only obstacle to a signing ceremony?”


  Clive nodded.


  John raised his glass in a mock toast and took a deep swallow. “Sounds like a disaster.”


  “It is a disaster.”


  John tapped at the glass with the nail of his index finger. “What’s your goal, Clive? Supporting Palmerston at any cost, or finding the best resolution to the crisis?”


  Clive sat down and clasped his hands between his knees. “You remember the survey work you did in Syria?”


  John nodded.


  “We have a concession now from the Sultan to build a railroad that would connect India to the Mediterranean through Syria. We’ve sent a whole team to map out the route. If Mehmet Ali takes possession of Syria, we’re likely to lose the concession to France.” Clive turned one hand palm up, tilting his head. “For that reason, and others, I agree with Palmerston that we need to ensure the continued existence of the Ottoman Empire, if necessary through military intervention.”


  “A railroad?”


  “You’d know already if you hadn’t spent the past two years mapping caves in Yorkshire.”


  John nodded. He couldn’t dispute Clive’s reasoning. A concession of that magnitude was worth fighting for. “So. Explain this theory about Lady Lily and the pearl.”


  “If Hastings had it, he wouldn’t have gone to the Cabinet with threats. He could have held his tongue, and we’d all be sitting down to sign Syria over to Mehmet Ali right now.”


  No need to ask why Lady Lily had chosen to keep her current location a secret—even a widow would find her reputation harmed by a connection to the Earl of Kingston, and such a flagrant liaison? Her money and her family would not silence the harsh words that would fill drawing rooms from one side of Mayfair to the other.


  But why take the pearl? Why put her father in such a difficult position?


  “Has she tried to sell it?” John asked.


  “I wish she would. That would solve the problem quite nicely.”


  John ran his fingers through his hair. What did Lady Lily have to gain from all of this? That was the question he needed to answer, but he couldn’t make anything of the information at hand. “She knows she’ll be hunted.”


  “Which is why it’s so important that we be the first to find her,” said Clive. “You’ve seen her, haven’t you?”


  “I have,” John admitted. “But if you can’t locate her, I’d rather not say where.”


  Clive paced another circuit to the window and back. “We have to keep the pearl out of French hands. If they obtain it now, when they’re already so close to a smashing victory, it will turn a diplomatic setback into an unmitigated disaster.”


  “Clive. If I think it will do any good, you’ll hear from me.”


  “If you think it will do any good,” Clive repeated.


  “It’s the best I can offer.”


  “I suppose you have what you were after, Consul-General.”


  “Just so.”


  “Fuck,” muttered Clive. “Walked right into that, didn’t I?”


  John smiled.


  “Don’t leave it too late,” said Clive.


  John finished the last of his whiskey after Clive had gone. He thought about pouring himself another, but decided against it. Better to keep his thoughts clear, and his hands busy.


  Chapter Eighteen


  Lily folded the letter she’d just read, wiped the tears from her cheeks, and picked up the next one in the pile. Like the others, it had never been opened.


  The author addressed her message to “My King of the Night,” which provoked in Lily the same mixture of sorrow and derision that it had the first time she’d read it, three or four letters ago. It went on to describe an assignation with Alfie in great detail—Lily skimmed these paragraphs, having read variations on this theme a dozen times already—and ended with an invitation to repeat the encounter.


  If this woman’s experience proceeded according to pattern, the next letter would not be so warm. Lily added the one she’d just finished to the growing stack and cut open the next envelope. “Kingston,” scrawled at the top, beneath a date, and a brief note accusing him of coldness. In the next, the cycle finished with an angry screed, insults masking deep hurt.


  They didn’t all conclude on the same note. Some were polite and worldly. Others grave, earnest, tear-stained. But it didn’t matter if the author had poured her whole heart out, or none. Alfie hadn’t read a single word.


  “I never object when I find a woman waiting for me in my bedroom, but somehow I doubt you’re here for the usual reason.”


  Lily twisted round to see Alfie in the doorway. He’d been out—he seemed terrifically busy, doing she could hardly tell what—and she hadn’t expected to see him home for a while.


  “You’re crying.” He took in the pile of letters by her knee, the open box in front of her. “I suppose I don’t need to ask why.”


  “I keep telling myself that this couldn’t be you,” said Lily. “And then I pick up another letter and it starts all over again.”


  He leaned against the threshold, eyes narrowing. “What should I have done, then?”


  “Read the letters,” said Lily. “At the very least, you should have read the letters.”


  “Why?”


  Because their pain would change you. Would have to change you. But Alfie’s mild, curious expression made her second-guess herself. She looked down at her lap. “Maybe it wouldn’t have made a difference.”


  “You’ve been sulking ever since that maniac assaulted you.”


  “I know.”


  “So maybe, this time, take a lesson from me.” His tone turned grave, without that edge of ironic amusement that seemed habitual to him. “Forget him.”


  Forget him. She wanted to sneer, to tell Alfie that anyone who gave such advice must be lost to all sense of decency. But she had done as much before, without naming it honestly: she had run from the consequences of youthful misbehavior, she had run from pain and loss. She had done it because, once she ran far enough, the truth lost most of its power. Far away things never seemed quite real. Even pain. Even her own pain.


  “I can’t,” she said. Not again.


  “You can,” he replied. “It’s not even very difficult.”


  It’s true, she could have agreed. Down to the last word. It’s not even very difficult.


  But she didn’t speak.


  “Or you can sit on my floor and read angry love letters,” said Alfie. “Who am I to say how noble, high-minded people ought to behave?”


  Lily frowned. “Has something happened to upset you?”


  “Everything.” Alfie threw himself onto the sofa and scowled. “I’ve been to see Adam.”


  “I imagine he’s furious.”


  “Rather.” Alfie laughed, a sharp, coughing sound, and raked his hands through his hair. “But he’s too busy fending off your father to bother with me. Hastings shut down the theater.”


  “The theater? But why? I haven’t seen Adam since the day I left Hastings House.”


  “This isn’t only about you, Lily. Hastings wanted help retrieving you. Adam refused, and that’s started up the war again, after a long period of truce.” Alfie sighed. “He’s going to have to leave London.”


  “What if—” Lily swallowed. “I could give up the pearl.”


  “If it weren’t the pearl, it would be something else,” said Alfie. “It happened so fast, Hastings must have worked out a plan ages ago. He bought our actors. Threatened some of the dancers. He even scared away the ticket takers.”


  “I don’t want to leave Adam to struggle alone,” she said. But she didn’t want to stay, either. She’d always wished her brother had stepped in to defend her more often when they were young. Now that their roles had been reversed, she wasn’t eager to involve herself. “I need to leave, Alfie. I need to leave soon.”


  §


  John knelt on a folded drop cloth in the ballroom of his Belgrave Square home, now the staging ground for his travel preparations, surrounded by stacks of crates and loosely organized heaps of gear. Wood chips and cotton batting lay scattered across the polished floor, dusted his hair, and dried out his eyes.


  He’d packed most of his equipment away after being dismissed from the Foreign Office years ago, and much of it had suffered from the neglect. The hinges on his collapsible lantern required greasing; the holes in his mosquito net wanted patching; his boots ought to be replaced or at least re-soled.


  He didn’t have to sort through it all himself. He could trot off to his club and trust his staff to get everything in order. They were competent and exacting, they could enforce his standards as well as he did. He could check in a couple of times, give the all’s-well, board his schooner and be off.


  But survival often depended on trifles. By making his own preparations, he built an inventory in his mind. Every time he checked and double-checked, the list fixed itself more firmly in the old gray matter. By the time he left, he’d know his inventory well enough to consult it in a state of panic. And that knowledge would give him a better chance of making it through an emergency alive.


  The crates hadn’t been packed according to any organizational principle that he could decipher, and he found souvenirs mixed with more practical items. He’d never been a collector. Over the years he’d picked up a few odds and ends, mostly gifts he couldn’t sell or trade. They’d been stowed along with everything else.


  For example: the rock crystal ewer he found bundled in yards of felt, packed alongside his camp bed.


  It was beautiful work, and old. A gold cap, gold base, and gold on the handle, but the precious metal only drew attention to the carved crystal, like a frame around a painting. A sleek leopard sat on its hind legs on a field of greenery, spots carved all along its flank. The creature was shown with its mouth open in a growl, baring sharp teeth. The supple arch of its back mirrored the sinuous curl of its tail.


  He frowned at it. What did it remind him of? Had he forgotten his canteens? No—they were on the table by the window—then what… The answer, when it came, only irritated him. Lady Lily. Elegant, rare, and that lion—its tail raised up like a little question mark—it was her. Exactly her.


  “Mr. Pym, sir,” said his butler.


  John slapped fruitlessly at the dust coating his trousers and sighed. “Bring him here.”


  Pym strolled through a minute later, looking dapper in a russet coat with a wide yellow-and-brown paisley silk cravat holding up the collar. “Thought we’d go out,” he said, picking his way among the tables.


  “Out where?”


  “Big prize fight in the city,” he suggested, picking up a block of wax and peering closely at it. “What’s this for?”


  “All sorts of things,” John answered. “Waterproofing, for example.”


  “I suppose it’s very damp in Buenos Aires,” said Pym. “Listen. You’ll be gone in a month. Enjoy London while you can—you’ll miss the tumult and the energy when you’re gone. The hurly-burly glory of it all. Let’s make some memories of home to keep you company once you’ve gone.”


  John set down the ice cleats he’d been untangling and slapped flakes of rust from his hands. A glance out the window showed a dimming, pale mauve sky. “It’s not too late?”


  “We’ve got time. You think I don’t know how to plan ahead?”


  Their destination was a pub, all scarred wood and polished brass, with a champion’s belt nailed over the bar. A friendly rumpus spilled onto the street, while inside, lords rubbed shoulders with laborers, all slowly making their way out the back into a courtyard where a platform had been raised. The floor was already sticky with spilled beer.


  John and Pym had time to drain a pair of pints before the fight started. One of the contestants was an established champion, the other a younger man. Standing in the back, John strained to see them.


  “The young one will take it, if you ask me,” said Pym. “Peak form and undefeated these last two months. I saw him fight a few weeks back. Bloody impressive.”


  “This is the first time he’ll fight for a purse,” interjected another spectator, crowded close by the press of people. “The young don’t know how to pace themselves. He’s not ready for this match, mark my words.”


  The neighbor’s prediction proved accurate. The fight was disastrously short. A really cracking match might go on past twenty rounds, thirty. Sixty had been known.


  The champion laid the newcomer out after five.


  The young fighter had to be carried off the platform. In the aftermath, the crowd began to stomp and hoot. They directed their clamor at a spectator—handsome, blond, neatly dressed. A space opened up around him, bodies parting like the Red Sea to make a path to the platform.


  The blond crossed his forearms and displayed this X to the crowd, shaking his head.


  “Who’s that?” Ware asked.


  “Earl of Bexley,” answered their helpful neighbor, a red-cheeked, balding man with an unusually rich, gravelly voice. “Best boxer you’ve never seen fight.”


  “That nobody’s seen fight,” added a man just to the front of John. “Starting to think he made up those stories and paid to have them put about.”


  “Are you sure about the name?” John interrupted. “Bexley, you said?”


  “Bexley,” confirmed the man. “Duke of Hastings’s heir.”


  He launched into a story about Bexley’s fighting prowess, but John didn’t pay attention. He watched the young earl until the crowd closed around him and blocked him from view, turning its pleas to another candidate.


  So. Bexley had married poorly, made himself into a theater impresario, and may or may not have earned a reputation as a boxer. All of that on top of the fact he’d decided to spend an evening engaged in low entertainments while his sister suffered the attentions of London’s most notorious rake.


  A shabby picture of the man formed in John’s mind: handsome, irresponsible, selfish. How on earth had Hastings developed a reputation for harshness when he couldn’t keep either of his children in hand?


  Just at that moment, Bexley weaved through the crowd on his way into the pub, passing only a foot away. John signaled for Pym to stay and followed the earl. He slipped through in the other man’s wake and caught up to him inside the pub.


  “Lord Bexley,” he said. “You’ll excuse the imposition. My name is John Tacitus Ware, and—”


  “I know who you are,” Bexley interrupted. Up close, it was easy to see his resemblance to Lily. They had the same old gold hair, the same guarded whiskey-colored eyes.


  “A word, if you don’t mind,” said John. “About your sister.”


  “I mind.”


  John swallowed his next comment.


  He’d cobbled together a few details and jumped to many conclusions: that Bexley would be foolish and emotional. That he was too consumed by his own amusements to keep track of his sister’s whereabouts, and might need them spelled out. Along with a few instructions about how to proceed, since he wouldn’t have any idea himself.


  The man in front of John was cool, self-possessed, effortlessly authoritative. He had a boxer’s thickly muscled figure, yes, but also the glossy impenetrability of the high aristocracy.


  “If that’s all?” Bexley raised his eyebrows.


  John, who’d spent much of his youth teaching himself not to bow and scrape before such arrogance, suppressed the urge to scurry away like a cockroach caught in the kitchen. “Do you know where she is?”


  Bexley stared.


  “She’s with the Earl of Kingston.”


  “You are presumptuous,” said Bexley. “And this conversation is over.”


  John took an involuntary step back, then cursed himself. Enough, then. He’d made a gesture in honor of the feelings he’d had. He’d overstepped the bounds of polite behavior to do it, he’d been rebuffed, and that left him one step closer to leaving the country with a clean conscience.


  But Bexley must have seen something in his expression, because he matched John’s step away with a step forward, slowly backing him against the wall of the pub.


  “You drove her there,” Bexley said softly. “And now you come to me with lectures?”


  “I didn’t drive her anywhere,” said John. “But if I had the right—if I were in your position—I’d get her out.”


  “And then what?” Bexley rolled his shoulders. “Do you know why I’m so familiar with your name, Mr. Ware?”


  “No. Not many are.”


  “Because my sister read your books, and reread your books, throughout her childhood. I never looked farther than the cover, but even now I could probably describe the contents with some accuracy.”


  “I understand she followed my early travels…”


  “She followed them all the way to Egypt. She followed them to madness. Perhaps I shouldn’t blame you for that, but I do. So you’ll understand why I’m predisposed to find the very sight of you abhorrent.”


  Well. He hadn’t expected that.


  “And now you’ve made the whole country unsafe for her,” said Bexley. “If I were inclined to seek justice for my sister, I’d be taking it out of your hide, not Kingston’s.”


  “The whole world is unsafe for her, so long as she has that pearl,” John protested.


  “I spoke only of England.” Bexley paused. “My sister is not your charge. And if you can’t keep your distance, you’ll hear from me.”


  Bexley continued on out of the pub, and John made his way back to Pym. On the platform, the champion had already moved on to a third contender—this new match every bit as unequal as the first and, presumably, the second had been.


  It’s a rigged game, Kingston had said. And now everywhere he turned, he saw the same pattern. It wasn’t a fair fight on that platform. Not even close. But the newcomer kept getting up, battered and bloody, squaring off at the chalk line only to be knocked down again. A boxer took his lumps and fought until he dropped. Those were the rules.


  And he remembered Lily at Holland House. Standing straight, chin up, a proud woman demanding her due. A woman like her did not explain. Did not beg. And just because she did not show fear, did not mean she never felt it.


  Dear God. What had he done?


  If Bexley had spoken the truth, all of John’s assumptions had been wrong. Lily had been embattled from within and without; fighting for her life while he moved pieces on a game board.


  He knew lives were at stake. And he’d thought he had the knowledge to think more carefully, the experience to care more deeply than his more provincial brethren. But if he could be so blind and careless and foolish about Lady Lily—a woman he had seen, and spoken to, and thought he understood—how could he presume to dispose of others, nameless and faceless, across the seas?


  On the platform, the “poor bastard” went down again. The champion showed no sign of flagging, but John didn’t want to see any more.


  “I’ve had enough,” he told Pym. “This is a slaughter.”


  Pym laughed. “That’s what makes it so bloody fantastic.”


  John shuddered and made his way out to the street. He understood her anger, now. Bexley’s, too. I spoke only of England. Where her father’s influence was absolute. She’d sought protection where she could: with the same base, venal man who’d ruined her as a girl. Kingston had forced her into an obscene bargain, the last one left to her.


  And now it was up to him to make it right.


  Chapter Nineteen


  Housekeeper (must leave England)

  Governess (must leave England)

  Schoolteacher (must leave England)

  Translator (must leave England)


  Lily chewed on the end of her pen as she scowled down at the list she’d made. It was hard to be practical from inside Alfie’s townhouse, designed from top to bottom to delight the senses. She sat at a desk in a room painted a pale celery green, holding an ivory pen with a cup of tea to hand, bergamot scenting the air. A painting of Venice filled the far wall, showing a flat sea busy with water traffic, a broad sunny sky, a row of vague palazzos like a horizontal stripe through the middle.


  “How long do you think it would take my father to track me down if I wore a wig?” she wondered.


  “A week,” Alfie answered. “Maybe two, if you left Town.”


  He sprawled full-length on a sofa upholstered in spotless cream-colored silk brocade, arms crossed behind his head and feet propped on a bolster. Uncouth and improper, especially in the presence of a lady, but she was in no mood to complain. He’d offered her a room, privacy when she required it, company when she wanted. He’d rescued her, and she was grateful.


  The essential problem remained, however. She hadn’t come to stay. But she needed money to leave.


  She could solve all her problems in one fell swoop, if she chose. Sell al-Yatima, and done. She’d trade her troubles away and get rich in the process. She could take it to her father and reclaim her inheritance at last. Then she wouldn’t need to flee at all.


  “Come, now,” Alfie chided. “You don’t really want to be a housekeeper.”


  “I think I’d manage quite nicely. I’ve had charge of a household—several households—since I was a child.”


  “But how long do you think you’d last below stairs? Working from dawn to dusk, falling into bed with aching feet every night, looking forward your one day of leisure every fortnight?”


  “Alfie,” said Lily gently. “I traveled from Cairo to Damascus on foot. When I was seventeen. I won’t say it was terribly difficult, walking all day, but every morning I woke up knowing that if I’d just turn around, go back in the opposite direction, I’d have my old life back.”


  “Why didn’t you?”


  Lily looked to the low table at the center of the room. Alfie had posed al-Yatima there, cupped by a large upturned seashell. The base of the pearl reflected the shell’s polished, fleshy pink interior while its upper half shone clear, perfectly framed by the cool green walls. “I came close. My pride couldn’t have carried me all that way, I can promise you. I was lucky enough to meet Rustem before I gave up.”


  “You married a Turk?” Alfie’s frowned. “I suppose you had no choice.”


  “I had choices,” Lily countered. “I could have kept walking. I could have waited for someone else to come along, or—as I mentioned—turned around.”


  “Then why accept? I’ve known you a long time, Lily, and that sounds like the most reckless thing you’ve ever done.”


  “I liked the way that people looked at Rustem. His family trusted him. His servants weren’t afraid of him.” Lily went back to staring at her list. She twirled her pen, splattering the page with ink. “It was a good choice. He was a wonderful man. Strong and kind. Attentive.”


  “Congratulations on your excellent luck,” said Alfie, obviously insincere. “I could pay for your passage to America.”


  Lily glared over at him.


  “Consider it a loan.” He shrugged. “I won’t protest.”


  “It makes me suspicious to find you so agreeable.”


  “Why, Lily.” He widened his eyes. “What are you suggesting?”


  “Alfie, when I was twelve you stuffed worms into a cake, covered them with icing, and tricked me into taking a bite.” Lily shuddered theatrically. “I learned the hard way to look twice at gifts from you.”


  “And you retaliated by having me elected president of the West Sussex Young Entomologists Society,” he retorted. “Of the two of us, you’ve always been the more devious.”


  Lily smiled. “You liked it enough to run for a second term.”


  “And lost without you to arrange things behind the scenes.”


  “You never built the butterfly habitat I promised on your behalf,” said Lily.


  “Keeping promises has never been a strength of mine,” he admitted.


  “I’m sorry about your mother and Georgina,” said Lily. “I couldn’t believe it when I heard. I loved them both.”


  “I know. I did too.” A smile played about the corners of his lips. “Do you really need to ask why I’m offering to help you? We were friends, and more than friends. Ask me for anything, Lily, and it’s yours.”


  Lily narrowed her eyes.


  “Where’s the ulterior motive? I’m offering to send you away.” He rolled his eyes. “These days spent cowering indoors are beginning to tell on you.”


  A knock sounded at the front door. A moment later, Alfie’s butler glided into the room with a white card on a silver salver. Alfie held out his hand and waved for the butler to place it between his fingers.


  “Worse and worse,” said Alfie, when he’d finished reading. “It’s Ware.”


  “What are the chances that one of the women you’ve wronged wants to see you dead?”


  Alfie shrugged. “You read the letters. You tell me.”


  Lily made a face. “How do you live with yourself?”


  “Oh, Lily.” Alfie grinned at her, recumbent and catlike. “You don’t want to know the answer to that question.”


  “Let’s go,” she said, disgusted. “While I’m still in the mood to shoot you.”


  §


  Alfie’s formal drawing room had walls clad in brownish maroon silk. But the fabric was hardly visible beneath the paintings crowding almost every inch of flat space, frame jostling frame, and every one depicting a laughing woman.


  The effect was rattling on its own, and Alfie, with his humorless smile, seemed more than a little sinister when surrounded by so much mirth.


  Ware went gray when he saw her. Furrows appeared in his soft cheeks—as though sorrow had dug tracks into his flesh.


  Lily refused to follow his gaze down her own body. She knew what she was wearing: a pair of cotton petticoats, chemise and stays, covered for the sake of modesty by one of Alfie’s lawn shirts that she’d left open at the neck. Stockings but no shoes, hair in a loose knot. She knew what Ware must think, but she no longer had any use for his good opinion.


  “I had to flee my own home with nothing but the clothes on my back,” she blurted, justifying herself anyhow. “I can’t afford to ruin my only dress with overuse.”


  Ware slipped his icy gaze over to Alfie. “Just the same, he might have let you keep it on.”


  Lily stiffened. She felt something like ants crawling up her arms, fire in the air she breathed. Her chin raised up a notch.


  “I know the price of a man’s protection,” he added.


  She was standing right in front of him, her arm raised high, before she’d really decided to move. She hesitated, awareness catching up with passion in a moment of complete conviction.


  And then she slapped him with all her strength.


  The crack was loud enough to make her flinch. Ware’s head snapped back and he reeled, palming the injured cheek. Her own palm stung; a dull ache traveled up the bones in her arm, all the way to the shoulder.


  “Watch yourself, Mr. Ware.” Lily shook out the pain of impact. “It wasn’t so long ago that you tried to trade your body for my secrets.”


  “That was never my intention.” He let his arm drop, revealing the livid imprint of her hand on his cheek. The gap between where her second and third fingers had hit made a pale vee right down the middle. “You misunderstood.”


  “Then we have something in common,” said Lily, with a faint smile.


  He frowned but didn’t comprehend. It was probably beyond him—of course Alfie was a scoundrel, and she a whore. What other possibilities could he imagine? At a guess: none.


  “You must have spoken to your friend.” The last of her anger drained away and left her hollow. She laid a hand against her stomach, bracing herself. She joked, but she did not hold out much hope for Alfie. He had grown too comfortable with depravity. “What did she say?”


  “She told a very different story than her father,” said Ware. “She expressed regret, but no anger.”


  Lily’s head spun. “Truly?”


  “Such faith you have,” murmured Alfie.


  “She didn’t realize that she’d been manipulated,” Ware continued. “She thought that she’d instigated the liaison and pursued Kingston, despite his earnest attempts to dissuade her.”


  “Ah,” said Alfie, in a tone of dawning comprehension. Lily suspected he’d figured out which young lady Ware was talking about. She would have to ask him, later.


  Or maybe she didn’t want to know. Adam had the right of it: learning about Alfie’s bad decisions made them difficult to overlook. And she suspected he needed a few people in his life who remembered what he was once, instead of what he had become.


  “As promised, I will set aside my grievance,” said Ware. “Peace, Lord Kingston.”


  “Well.” Alfie smiled thinly. “On your way, then.”


  “Of course.” Ware hesitated. “Though I had hoped to speak with Lady Lily privately? Just for a moment.”


  “Lily?”


  “I’ll hear what he has to say.” If he had news regarding the hunt for al-Yatima, she would be foolish not to listen.


  Alfie left them alone; the stairs creaked as he bounded up, returning to the celery green room with its painting of Venice.


  “More insults?” Lily asked.


  “I owed Kingston a response… but, equally, I owe you an apology.”


  “For what?” She smiled mirthlessly. “Which trespass would you like me to forgive? How about… all of them. We’ll wipe the slate clean.”


  That caught him off guard. But then, if the blue-purple smudges below his eyes and slack posture were any indication, he’d been fraying round the edges for some time. Certainly the Ware she knew would not have been so transparent, tension chasing hope across his weary features. “How far back would you go?”


  “Back to the beginning.”


  He held her gaze, level and grave. That solid strength at the core of him, the stubbornness she had seen from the beginning, reaching out to her. Always before, his steadiness had bolstered her. Now it shook her.


  “Then no. I’m not interested in your offer.”


  Lily licked her lips. “What would you suggest instead?”


  “Come with me.” He held up his hand, stalling the quick refusal on the tip of her tongue. “Give me a few hours of your time. Let me try to make up for some of the damage I’ve done.”


  She hesitated. “I won’t give you the pearl.”


  “I don’t want it.”


  She believed him. Against all reason, but with complete conviction. Of course, he had always been blunt, plainspoken, truthful, and still managed to tease out all her secrets, one by one.


  “Please,” he said, and not as a courteous flourish. Please like a man who was hungry, and cold, and ready to beg.


  She studied him. Now that it was missing, Lily could pinpoint the quality that set Ware apart from his fellows even though he looked the same, dressed the same. It was his air of perpetual alertness. The way he braced himself against the world, too well rooted to be knocked over, too wary to be caught off guard.


  “All right,” she said.


  “My carriage is waiting outside.”


  She dressed hurriedly and let him hand her into the aging vehicle. Still plush, feminine, old-fashioned. Still—not his. That was what she hadn’t guessed that night they’d visited the caves, when he’d led her into the dark where he felt so at home.


  Most people made their possessions function as extensions of their inner selves. The entryway her father filled with blood-red roses, Alfie’s room of laughing women, the singing canary in Adam’s flat.


  “You said we leave pieces of ourselves behind wherever we go,” said Lily. “Like cobwebs. And we—I suppose—find ourselves caught by those webs when we return, bound by them.” She smoothed her hand along the velvet cushion beneath her, with and then against the pile, to feel the tickle of resistance when she rubbed the wrong way. “You don’t want to see yourself reflected in the world around you, even here, where it’s private.”


  “No,” he agreed.


  Lily settled back into the cushions. “Why did you stop writing books?”


  He flicked a stray tassel and shifted in his seat, then braced himself and regarded her levelly. “When people spoke to me about them, I had no idea who they were talking to.”


  “You could have told them.”


  “Told them what?”


  “I don’t know. I read your books. I loved them. Do you not like what you see, when I look at you?”


  “When I was a young man, I was easily influenced,” he said. “And every time you look at me, I’m reminded of what that was like.”


  “Because you think I’m unjust?”


  “No. Because you make me see what you see.” He leaned forward and looked out the window. “We’ve arrived.”


  The carriage rolled to a stop. Ware stepped out, then offered her a hand. “Will you come?”


  She licked her lips, then laid her palm over his and stepped down to the cobbled, narrow streets of the docklands. Built into a bend in the river, neat and tidy—almost perfectly square—and surrounded by brick warehouses. Ships wallowed in the calm waters, their masts bristling. A mangy, ribby dog slunk into a narrow alley, tail between its legs.


  Here was something she understood: a port, a place that thrust a fork into the straight, orderly path of one’s life. The air seemed to crackle, the way it did before a lightning storm—threatening to draw her in, to propel her in a new direction. Just the smell made her bolder: tar and jute and rum. The scent of change.


  Of hope, too. The blind, foolhardy conviction that whatever she found on the horizon would be better than what she’d left behind. It had never been true, not going and not coming, but at moments like this she always believed it.


  Ware guided her to a sleek schooner with a graceful tapering prow shaped like a hummingbird’s beak, the hull shining with fresh black paint.


  “What is this?” she asked.


  “My ship.”


  Once again, she put her hand in his. This time, so he could steady her across the wobbly gangplank. The crew watched, but did not stand idle: a boy scrubbed the spotless deck, a carpenter in thick leather gloves sawed away nearby, a bearded sailor mended a net.


  “Yours?” she questioned.


  “Just mine.”


  She trailed her fingers across one of the six sun-warmed iron cannons secured to the deck. The name of the manufacturer stamped into the barrel caught her attention.


  “Ware? That can’t be a coincidence.”


  “No. My father manufactured arms during the war.”


  “Not in Debrett’s,” she said, remembering Alfie.


  “His father was a publican,” added Ware.


  Lily nodded. “Is this what you wanted me to see?”


  “Not yet. This way.”


  He led her down a steep, narrow ladder, through a narrow corridor, and into a private cabin. A bed took up most of the space. A built-in bookcase, each shelf fenced by a decorative grille, overlooked a small desk with a red leather chair tucked into the well beneath. Windows along far wall let in light, a heavy wooden table positioned to take advantage of it. A water pitcher of extraordinary beauty stood on the table, cut crystal and gold, a seated lioness carved into the side, teeth bared and tail curled.


  “What is this?”


  “Your cabin.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “You had to flee your father’s home. But to escape his influence, you’ll have to leave the country. Is that right?”


  “Yes.”


  “The ship is mine. The crew is mine. And they’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”


  “Anywhere?”


  “In the world,” he confirmed.


  He waited at the threshold, not stepping across, while she circled the bed—that was the extent of the exploring she could do in the small space. She touched the cream-colored quilt. Not a single snag or pill marred the smooth silk. It was new, and very fine.


  She looked up, frowning. “What’s your price?”


  “No price.”


  “You’re not the first person to offer me aid,” said Lily. “There’s always a price. A condition. Help is never free.”


  “Then consider that I’ve already taken payment, and this is more in the way of settling a debt.” Ware paused. She didn’t interrupt, so he continued, “I never asked myself why you needed to keep your secret. I assumed. But I have learned that you did not leave Hastings House by choice.


  “Ignorance is no excuse, I know.” He rushed ahead so she couldn’t interrupt. “But I was careless, and you’ve suffered for it—because I was selfish. I can’t pretend I had any higher motive; I wasn’t thinking of the greater good. I was thinking of myself.”


  Lily arched her eyebrows. “And why shouldn’t you?”


  “I—pardon?”


  “Think of yourself. I have never understood why anyone would be proud to hold fast to a promise at a great personal cost. Pure foolishness, in my opinion.”


  He eyed her curiously. “But you are angry with me.”


  Lily smiled. “Shall I tell you why, so that you can tailor your apology accordingly?”


  “No. I have my reasons; you needn’t agree with them. If I can balance the scales, it’s enough.”


  “You’ve unbalanced them,” countered Lily. “In the opposite direction. What you’re offering me right now… it’s too much.”


  “It’s not enough,” he countered. “You know what I’ve done. Not just the wager. I agreed to pursue you, to wheedle information out of you, by whatever means necessary. I tried to kill Kingston, because a man I care about deeply—a mentor—asked me to. I knew that I had been given dishonorable, soul-staining work, but I didn’t ask questions. I hardly protested at all.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I was racing after a carrot on a string. Thinking of the prize at the end,” he answered. “It wasn’t until recently that I asked myself what would happen if I succeeded. Would my friend really open his arms to me, after I commit murder on his behalf? Would the government reward me for taking advantage of a well-bred lady?”


  “You would know better than I.”


  “But I don’t know. And I never will. What was it that you said in the theater? That I had not offered you a compliment? Neither had they, and it took me a long time to see it. Following through to the finish will do nothing but make me a lesser person. And if they won’t value me better—I must be the one to do it.”


  “I think I see,” said Lily.


  Ware nodded. “It has cost me in the past. I’m sure it will cost me in the future. But I must do what I think is right. I can’t undo the harm I’ve done—this is the nearest solution I could both imagine and carry out. If you don’t want me to know your destination, you don’t have to tell me. I’ll introduce you to the captain; you can give instructions directly to him, and he’ll report only to you.”


  Lily looked out the window. A swan floated serenely among the ships, long neck curled, wings flared like crests. “Tell him I’d like to leave as soon as he can make ready to set sail.”


  Chapter Twenty


  Alfie’s features settled into an expression of mild contempt as he listened to her news. He manifested signs of boredom before she finished, so she cut short her explanation. And then, without a word, he left her alone. She sat in the celery-green drawing room, stunned, but after ten minutes he hadn’t returned.


  She retreated to her bedroom, but she had no idea what to do with herself there. She had very few things to pack, but no luggage to put them in. She’d have to arrange something in the morning.


  “You know,” said Alfie, startling her. “There’s another way to solve your problem.”


  Lily jumped, lost her footing, and almost fell over as she tried to turn. Alfie stood in her doorway, leaning against the post. His usual languid pose, but for the rapid ticking of one finger against the aubergine sleeve of his coat.


  “There is?” Lily said. “I’d love to hear it.”


  “Marry me.”


  She laughed, but he didn’t join her.


  “You’d have my name,” he said, without the slightest trace of humor. “You wouldn’t need your father’s anymore. You could stay in England. Live as you please.”


  “Alfie, I’m not going to marry you.”


  “Would it be so bad?” A strained smile twisted his lips, but didn’t last. “Worse than wandering the earth, penniless and aimless?”


  She licked her lips. Time to be careful. She could not even pretend to herself that her answer hadn’t hurt him. “What happened between us—that’s water under the bridge. I don’t pardon you, because there’s no need for a pardon. But if you want me to see you as a suitor, then I will have to judge you for the sort of man you have become. My verdict would not be a kind one.”


  He nodded, once. Stared intently at a point a few inches to the side of her face. “And if I changed?”


  “What does that mean? You would—what? Become whatever I asked of you? Like a new set of clothes, made to order?” Lily spread her hands. “And what would I be, then? Dr. Frankenstein, making a monster. It would be a tragedy, or it would be a lie.”


  “I would be faithful.” He swallowed, throat working. “If that’s what worries you.”


  “You have a friend in me, Alfie. For as long as I live,” said Lily. “But I’m getting on that boat tomorrow.”


  He laughed, unkindly, and stood straight. “Ten years gone. Two months home. That’s not friendship. It’s hardly a passing acquaintance.”


  “I cannot stay.” Her voice climbed. “Don’t you understand? It’s too dangerous.”


  Alfie flicked a spot of lint from his spotless lapel. “Do what you want. What makes you happy, what hurts the least. For obvious reasons, I’d be the last to complain.”


  He left—not just the room but the house, and she knew he wouldn’t be back until the early hours of the morning. That he’d be asleep when Ware’s carriage arrived, that she wouldn’t have the chance to say good-bye.


  She couldn’t blame him. He had one night to give her a taste of her own medicine, to leave when she might have asked him to stay, and he’d left.


  It didn’t feel good.


  The first time she had run away, she had felt angry, self-righteous, and very proud of herself. When she imagined her father—or Alfie, or even Adam—weeping at the news of her disappearance, she’d felt nothing but pleasure. She had told herself I hope they’re sorry so often that just remembering the phrase could make her burn with shame.


  This time, she didn’t want to hurt anyone. Knowing that they would suffer just the same only made her itch to be gone sooner and faster.


  In the morning, she had Ware’s driver take her first to a pawnshop in Soho. She bought two sets of extra clothes, sturdy and plain and not too bad a fit, a corset that fastened at the front, and a sewing kit—in case she had time to adjust the fit at sea—along with a small studded leather trunk in which to store her few possessions.


  Al-Yatima she carried in her pocket, beneath her dress.


  She’d been a duke’s daughter again, for a little while. It was a fine life, in many ways. But she had remembered what it was like to feel like a child, too, helpless, always locked in battles that she couldn’t win, and she didn’t like it any more as an adult than she had as a teenager.


  What she’d be next, she couldn’t say. Something new. Easy come, easy go.


  At the last minute, she directed the driver to pass by Adam’s theater. It stood dark, doors locked and barred, the windows pasted over with cancellation notices. Right at that moment, in that charming flat round the back, her brother and his wife might be supervising their remove to the country.


  When she reached Ware’s schooner, the captain greeted her. He combined in his person the weathered skin of a man well into his middle-age and the springy athleticism of a youth. A lifetime spent outdoors had left him with a permanent squint, but his eyes seemed keen enough for all that.


  He asked if she’d chosen a destination. She told him Italy. He explained that the Thames was subject to tides and she’d arrived too late for them to sail that day; they would lift anchor early the next morning. A cabin boy carried her worn trunk to her berth, and she followed him down. Said thank you, shut herself in alone, took off her hat and gloves. She poured herself a glass of water from the gorgeous crystal pitcher and sat down on the bed.


  The boat heaved a little, even at the docks, the motion soothing and rhythmic. Noises filtered in from outside, but mostly from above: the clomp of boots, men’s voices, flaps and thumps whose origin she couldn’t guess.


  The built-in bookshelf contained classics, mostly. A few modern novels as well. Cunning storage compartments built into the room’s walls and furniture were stocked with useful items: rope and candles, oil and rags. A drawer built into the bed opened to reveal a pair of pistols and a supply of ammunition.


  A knock at the door interrupted her exploration. When she answered, the cabin boy had come back with a tray of food: a meat pie and cheap wine, doubtless from one of the inns and pubs that crowded the docks.


  She ate, wet her lips, and lay down on the bed. Memories crowded her thoughts, even though she tried to clear her mind. She thought of Adam, telling her she owed him more and better. Of Alfie, refusing to pretend that a friendship reforged over a period of a week would endure through years of absence.


  She was a coward.


  But what other choice did she have? If she remained in England, her father would find a way to take the pearl from her.


  It wouldn’t be so bad, would it? It was a thing, a possession.


  But then he’d take something else, and something else after that. Alfie had said it, and he’d been right.


  She curled up on the bed, squeezing her eyes shut. If she just lay here and let the hours pass, the ship would raise anchor. It would sail down the river and out to the open sea, and then it would be too late to do anything to correct her many failures.


  If she could hold out for that long. Twelve hours, maybe fifteen.


  Sometime around midnight, she climbed up to the quarterdeck and found the captain.


  “Instead of leaving tomorrow, could we leave the day after tomorrow?”


  “Of course, m’lady.”


  “Good. Thank you.”


  §


  She opened her eyes to a blushing dawn, shards of rainbow vibrating overhead, the ship gently rocking beneath her. It was like waking inside a seashell. Tucked inside the nacreous cabin, protected by its curving hull, the world outside a dim echo.


  She drowsed, stroking her silk coverlet to feel the soft, slick texture against her skin. The dawn burned out, the sky turned blue, and she sat up in a puddle of sheets. She stretched luxuriantly, feeling relaxed and at ease for the first time in… years.


  Dread crept in when she looked over at the door, so she climbed out of bed, plucked one of the novels from the shelf, something light and witty, and curled back into the sheets with it. The cabin boy brought her breakfast and she ate at the cabin’s sturdy table, without bothering to dress. She sent the crystal pitcher out with her plates, and asked for it to be returned full. Then she returned to bed and continued to read.


  By the time she finished her book, the clock mounted to the wall read seven o’clock. Evening. She folded her arms over her stomach and stared up at the low ceiling, mind pleasantly hollow.


  The captain knocked at her door. He asked her, through the wood, if they should prepare to set sail with the next tide.


  “Not tomorrow,” Lily called out. “Wait another day.”


  She curled up in the crisp cotton sheets, snuggled her head into the pillow, and stroked the silk coverlet until she fell asleep. When tomorrow came, however, she told the captain to postpone their departure again. Sometime during the afternoon, while the cabin was hot and stuffy, she heard Ware’s voice.


  He descended the ladder. Approached her cabin. She knew his footsteps, his weight and pace. He’d come. He stood only a few feet from her. He knew she hadn’t sailed away, as she’d said she would.


  He didn’t knock.


  Neither did she rise to open the door. She wasn’t prepared to face him, or, for that matter, anything beyond the confines of the cabin. His footsteps retreated, hollow as he climbed the ladder, and tears welled in her eyes. She let them fall. The book she’d been reading dropped from her hand, and a few minutes later she was weeping into her pillow.


  She cried herself dry, great fat salty tears that drenched her cheeks and made them sting. She wasn’t sure what had started the deluge, why it passed. But at the end, wrung out and spent, she felt as though she had gotten to the bottom of something.


  She was still sniffling into her pillow when the sounds filtering down to her from the deck changed. Instead of footsteps, she heard low, serious voices. Not the crisp notes of orders given or received, nor the companionable chorus of comrades. Firm, careful voices. Strangers meeting under less than ideal circumstances.


  Lily opened the door to her cabin, so she could hear better. The words remained indistinct, but she recognized two of the speakers: the captain and Vasari Jones.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Calmly—she was surprised at her own calm, until she saw her hands shaking—she opened up the drawer built into the bed and loaded one of the pistols. It was solid, elegant, the steel barrel fitted to a wooden grip. It weighed heavily in her hand as she carried it up the ladder, and she kept her index finger well away from the trigger.


  Jones, flanked by two bigger, burlier men, stood on the schooner’s deck. All three wore plain, dark clothes, not livery, and the brutes—the shorter freckled, the taller mustachioed—appeared to be inching apart, trying to surround the captain.


  The only other member of the crew on deck was the cabin boy who’d been bringing her meals. He was strong and wiry, but couldn’t have been more than fifteen, and he stood at his captain’s back clutching a mop in what he must hope seemed a threatening manner.


  All five men greeted her with openmouthed astonishment. She didn’t have to ask why. She’d come up in her nightrail, hair trailing down to her waist, her feet bare. She must look like a specter, or a madwoman.


  “Why have you allowed these men on board?” she asked the captain.


  “My lady, I did not,” he replied, an edge of affront to his tone.


  “No? Well, Jones, it appears you’ve forgotten your manners. Do you have news? It had best be something very dire, to bring you here at such an inhospitable hour.”


  Jones cleared his throat. “I’ve come to take you home, my lady.”


  “Just that?”


  “Immediately,” he added. “Without delay.”


  “But I decline,” Lily said. “So. A disappointing reply, but there you have it.”


  “His Grace insists.” Jones tipped his head at the captain. “Spare this man a black eye and come quietly.”


  Lily shook the folds of her nightgown away from her arm, to reveal the pistol. Jones’s eyes dipped, and she cocked the hammer. The metallic click made him jump.


  “I will dissolve al-Yatima in a bucket of vinegar before I let my father have it,” she said evenly, curling her finger around the cool metal of the trigger for the first time. “And I will put a bullet through your brain before I let you take me.”


  The captain stared hard at the gun, and then his gaze shifted up. Their eyes met; she saw him measuring her nerve, and didn’t want to guess what he’d read in her expression.


  Then, with shocking suddenness, the captain shoved the cabin boy back, shouting, “Go!” even as he threw himself at the nearest of Jones’s two goons, the tall one with the mustache. Both men fell, while the boy circled round them to reach the rails. He scrambled over the side of the ship and down to the quay nimbly as a monkey, swallowed by the night as he dashed over the cobblestones.


  The captain had the advantage, having landed on top of the man he’d wrestled to the ground, and appeared to be controlling him easily. That still left Lily outnumbered. Two full grown men against one woman. One bullet would not even those odds.


  “Come closer.” She squeezed the grip of her pistol tighter and spread her feet, bracing herself. The ship rolled beneath her, but after days on board, she moved with it. “Test my aim.”


  The freckled tough lunged at her.


  And Lily, who’d learned from the cradle never to make a threat she wouldn’t follow through on, raised her pistol, sighted through the bead, and aimed for the man’s eye.


  Jones dived at his freckled companion as she squeezed the trigger. The barrel spouted a plume of fire, and then a trail of thick, acrid smoke began to leak from it. Both men tumbled to the deck, landing hard, while Lily’s bullet flew past them, sparking against the quay and sending up a spray of shattered granite.


  Jones swore, wincing as he heaved himself upright. But the freckled man cringed where he lay on the deck. He was terrified; she thought she smelled urine.


  “Don’t just lie there,” snapped Jones, kicking his companion. “Get up.”


  Lily backed up a step. The pistol held one bullet. She’d used it. The captain could hold one man; that man was securely pinned.


  “Don’t make this more difficult than it already is. You know that your father can compel you—”


  “By what right? I’m a widow.”


  “Can you prove it? Is your union recorded in a register somewhere? Would your marriage be legal here—you were raised Anglican, were you not? Presumably you were not married in an Anglican ceremony—or could it be set aside?” Jones advanced slowly. “All the proof in the world would not get in the way of His Grace, when he is determined. You have none.”


  “I have a death certificate,” Lily protested. “That ought to be enough.”


  “Shall I explain how he could overcome that obstacle, as well? Or will you accept the inevitable?” Jones eased closer. “I don’t need to tell him that you threatened me. I can give him any story you like.”


  “You will have to drag me away.” Lily tossed her hair and clutched her spent pistol. She could still bludgeon with him with it. “I can bite and scratch with the best of them. You’ll have scars to remember me by before the night is through.”


  And then the cabin boy’s piping voice sounded from the quay. He’d returned, and… not alone. Behind him four sailors, members of the crew, fanned out around the gangplank.


  “Go quietly and we’ll let you pass,” said the captain, still crouched over the mustachioed man.


  “You’ve made a mistake,” said Jones, kicking the freckled man again. “Only a fool defies the Duke of Hastings.”


  “And what sort of man tries to kidnap a woman in the dark of night?” countered the captain, but he released the mustachioed man and let him trail down the gangplank. Jones herded the freckled man along, taking up the rear.


  Lily leapt onto the rail to watch them go. Down the quay, around the corner. The shorter, freckled man couldn’t walk straight.


  She had almost killed him.


  She had almost killed a man.


  A constable came running, and one of the marine police. The captain sent each away in turn. He explained that she was hysterical and had shot at a shadow, and promised to keep her under control. Lily didn’t gainsay him. She could almost see herself as he spoke the words, and the image in her mind’s eye was as mad as he painted her. The officers faded into the night, and the captain approached her with a blanket held open before him, a screen to her shocking undress.


  She ignored it. “Where was the crew?”


  “On shore, m’lady. While we hold to the docks…”


  And why shouldn’t they enjoy their leave? Did she expect them to wait at their posts, counting the minutes until she stopped crying?


  He held up the blanket. “You must be cold.”


  “I’m not cold.” She waved him away and stared out into the darkness, lit by a dirty half-moon. A strong wind carried the smell of pepper and cinnamon to her nose, whipped her hair into snapping tendrils, plastered her thin nightrail to her body. The wooden rails were smooth against the soles of her feet.


  At any other moment, she would have raged. The anger was there, roiling up inside of her. Selfish, blinding anger. It shamed her.


  Her father had tried to bend her to his will, yes. But she’d been ready to shed blood. To mark a divide in her life, a canyon so deep it would, forever more, define before and after for her. For what? How many times had she promised herself that no one else would die for the pearl? And still, she’d pulled the trigger.


  It was the final step in what she could now recognize as a series of ever more abject failures. She had failed her father, her brother, her oldest friend, her dead husband. She had failed herself, profoundly and utterly.


  Ware emerged from between the warehouses, sprinted for the ship, and took the gangplank in two quick strides. He wore rumpled, dusty clothes, a limp cravat. His hair bristled in every direction. When he saw her, he slipped his coat loose from his broad shoulders and held it in front of him like a shield.


  Lily brandished her spent pistol. “Stay back.”


  Unlike the captain, he didn’t retreat. He tossed the coat over his arm and jumped onto the rail, facing her. On her level, a few feet away, hands empty. Not threatening her, not asking anything.


  “You’re safe,” he said. “There’s nothing to be frightened of.”


  She shuddered.


  “Look at me, Lily.” He advanced a step. “You’re safe. They’re gone.”


  “They’ll be back.”


  He held her gaze, calm and steady, and took another step closer. “But not tonight.”


  “But what if—”


  “Not tonight,” he repeated, and closed the distance between them.


  She started, but he wrapped his fingers tight about her wrist, holding the pistol still and pointed safely at the water, and with the other he gripped the back of her neck. She had time to gasp before he slanted his mouth over hers.


  §


  She responded like a keg of gunpowder primed to blow. Balanced precariously on the rail, she pressed the whole length of her body against Ware’s. So tightly the metal buttons of his waistcoat sent up little flares of pain where they ground into her ribs, and the thick bar of his cock dug into her belly through the fine cotton of her nightgown.


  He kneaded the pistol loose from her grip. The hammer released with a soft snick and the pistol dropped with a clatter to the deck. She used her freed hand to clutch him closer. When he stroked his thumb along her jaw, she opened her mouth obediently and met the slick heat of his tongue with her own.


  She itched to strip him of his clothes and tear away her nightgown. But he kept the kiss deep and thorough and slow. It gentled her. When he sank his fingers into the soft flesh of her rump, she sighed.


  “Wrap your legs around me,” he murmured into her ear.


  She hooked one leg around his hip and he tightened his grip, lifting her. It was effortless. His arm didn’t tremble. He didn’t wobble on his narrow perch. She snaked an arm around his neck and let him take her weight. His hips were lean, bony, his rear a fist of taut muscle.


  She squeezed her thighs, levering herself high enough that she had to dip her head to brush her lips across the velvety outer whorl of his ear. She nipped, but her only reward was a slight intake of breath.


  “Hold on,” he said, low. “I’ve got you.”


  He jumped to the deck, landing with a smooth bounce. She looked past him, momentarily self-conscious, but he threaded his fingers through her hair and tugged. She whimpered. Her eyes slid shut as he kissed her again.


  “Look at me,” he coaxed. “Don’t worry about anyone else.”


  And then they were moving again, the world whirling around her as he spun, dropping nimbly down the ladder and carrying her to the cabin. He crossed the threshold and slammed the door shut.


  “Lily.” He set her down, hands on her hips, fingers splayed wide. “Are you with me?”


  She swayed forward, onto her tiptoes, and reached for the fall of his trousers.


  “Wait—”


  The flap dropped, and she curled her hand around his cock. She made a fist, the nail of her middle finger just digging into her palm, and squeezed. His penis flushed a deep, dark red. “For what?”


  “Christ,” he muttered, rocking into her grip.


  She tried to push him toward the bed, but she hadn’t even gone a step before he spun her around and shoved her against the bulkhead. Her back pressed against the hard wood and she cried out, startled.


  “Shh.” He smoothed the hair away from her face, his light touch trailing along her scalp. “You’re fine. Everything’s fine.”


  She darted forward and closed her teeth around his lower lip, biting it, even as she fastened her hips tight against his and undulated against him. He groaned and bucked, curving around her—chin tipped down to free his lip, his forehead meeting hers at a single point.


  “Lily,” he rasped, wedging one hand between their bodies and pushing her away.


  “Yes,” she whispered, tongue darting out to taste the salt on his neck. “Yes.”


  He rucked up the skirt of her nightgown, baring her thigh. She lifted her heel and turned out her knee, opening herself. Inviting him to explore.


  He couldn’t resist. His hand inched along the groove where her hipbone softened into belly until he cupped her sex, firm and possessive. She looked up at him through her lashes, mouth open on a pant, breasts outthrust.


  His full lips were parted, a little shiny in the lamplight. Coarse black stubble darkened his jaw. And his eyes were soft as she’d never seen them before, the velvety black of a tame, trusting beast.


  One finger parted the folds of her sex in a quick, furtive swipe. “You’re wet.”


  She reached down and guided his cock into position. “I know.”


  “All right.” He raised her up against the bulkhead again, holding her tight as a clamp. “All right,” he repeated, and penetrated her.


  She tried to tilt to his thrust, to rush the sweet slide of his flesh into hers. She couldn’t move, not even an inch. She tossed her head and tried to twist loose of his grip, to no effect.


  But he was immovable as granite. He inched into her. It could not be called a thrust, it was so slow. And yet it wasn’t tender, either. He was big enough to stretch her, to leave sharp, pinching pain in his wake. At the last, she held her breath, half-stunned, her vision blurring.


  And then he did it again. She didn’t understand. This wasn’t sex. It wasn’t quite pleasure, either. It was more like being invaded. She was utterly, uncomfortably conscious of something foreign inside of her, moving independently, without her participation.


  “I don’t—”


  He froze. “Do you want me to stop?”


  The message was clear. She had two options: to let him do as he pleased, or end the encounter. He sounded so calm that she didn’t doubt he would withdraw, while she was desperate for more.


  She closed her eyes. “No.”


  “Good.” He rolled his hips, a small motion, but pleasure bolted up her spine.


  Her hands flitted restlessly up and down his arms. He was still mostly dressed; waistcoat, cravat, shirt. Beneath his clothes, his muscles were locked tight, hard and unyielding.


  He rolled his hips again, and she felt a breathless catch of pleasure. She tried to repeat it, to grind herself against him, but she couldn’t move. With a small snarl, she began to thrash. To shove, even, heaving against his shoulders. It did no good at all. He held her immobile, moved in maddening little pulses.


  “I’m going to bite you,” she seethed, struggling. “I’m going to slap you. I’m going to—”


  “Do you want me to stop?” he repeated.


  “I hate you,” she raged.


  He silenced her with an openmouthed kiss. She seized his head with both hands, sucking his lips, thrusting her tongue between his teeth, lashing it against his. The relief was so tremendous she almost cried.


  He pulsed again, and a little, high-pitched noise escaped her mouth. Breathy surprise. Helpless pleasure.


  “Oh God,” she whispered. She was going to come. “Oh, God.”


  “That’s right,” he murmured, relaxing his hold a little and kissing her back. “Almost.”


  Nothing she’d ever felt before came close. She melted. Her whole body vibrated like water at a high simmer. She went liquid and the only solid thing in the world was the great thick cock rigid inside of her, hot as a brand.


  “Lily,” he said, his lush voice pulling her like a lodestone.


  She met his solemn dark eyes. She felt insubstantial between the wall at her back, the solid muscle at her font, hardly a body at all.


  “Are you with me?”


  “Yes,” she said. “I’m with you.”


  “Good.” His eyes dilated and he let his head fall onto her shoulder, finding his own release.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  She woke with a man’s heavy arm slung around her waist, her back slick with sweat where it pressed against a chest matted with prickly hair. For a moment, the familiar sensation eclipsed the last year of her life. She was back on the pallet she’d rolled out on the tile floor of her bedroom every night in Acara, folded in her husband’s embrace.


  Those final months, she’d clung to sleep. Her days had been full of anxiety, nausea, a sense of impending doom. At night, she escaped—they escaped, she and Rustem—through sex and sleep. When morning came, she’d squeeze her eyes shut for five more minutes, ten more minutes, until she couldn’t deny that she’d been counting them one by one, fully awake.


  Thousands of miles away, in another man’s bed, but she still woke to the same sick feeling.


  She twisted in place, fondled Ware to hardness. She climbed on top of him while he was still half-awake, pliant and blinking, eyes unfocused. He lay still while she impaled herself on his cock, let her use him, his expression slowly sharpening to full, watchful intensity.


  Then he rolled her to her back, scratched the valley between her breasts with his day-old beard before latching onto a nipple and sucking hard. He opened her legs wider, brusque and blatant, and sank inside.


  Lily sighed as he filled her. He thrust lazily, his lean body flexing, shoulders bunched. She ran her hands over his naked flesh, silky, milk-white where the sun hadn’t touched it. Vulnerable.


  It ended quickly. He spent and went soft inside her. Then he fitted her back against his front, and she was back where she’d started.


  The arm around her waist tightened. “Do you want me to leave?”


  “Leave?” Lily twisted in the sheets. “Why?”


  “I—” He stuttered. “I wouldn’t presume.”


  Lily began to laugh.


  “I didn’t—” He huffed. “It is important. I never meant my apology as a lure, and you could so easily think—Lily, if you do not wish to see me, I will go.”


  “I don’t want you to leave.”


  He traced his index finger down the center of her forehead, pausing to massage the space between her brows. “Then what’s troubling you? Can I help?”


  “I can already see that you’re much more obliging as a friend than as an enemy.” Lily plucked his hand from her forehead and nipped his finger. “And you were quite an agreeable enemy.”


  “So talk to me.”


  But even as he spoke, he was extracting his hand from her teeth and trailing it along her collarbone, skimming the underside of her breast. He had a soft touch, never even dimpling her skin as he explored. It was such a stark contrast with the night before she didn’t know what to make of it, except to be grateful for his distraction.


  “Lily?” He shifted away, crooked his arm and propped his head on his palm. Listening.


  “Last night…” Lily sighed. She didn’t want to be comforted. She wanted to be judged—harshly—and knew that she wouldn’t be able to bear it if he gave her what she wanted. “After Rustem died, I swore I wouldn’t let any more blood spill over the pearl. But last night, I almost shot a man for trying to take it. Not anyone else. Me.”


  “You were outnumbered. Attacked by a man who had every advantage of size and strength. You only did what was necessary to defend yourself.”


  “That’s no excuse. He had no intention of killing me, or even doing me bodily harm. I still pulled the trigger.” She stared up at the overhead. Smooth slats of wood, shiny with polish. “I wish I’d never found al-Yatima.”


  “No, you don’t.”


  “It’s caused me nothing but grief.”


  “The pearl hasn’t caused anything. It didn’t start the war. It won’t end it, either. Al-Yatima is just another play in a game that started before you were born, and won’t end until the Ottoman Empire falls.”


  “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”


  “It’s the truth,” he replied. “It’s not pretty, but…”


  “But what?”


  “But you’re not talking about the fate of the world. Lily, you didn’t kill him. That’s his good luck, and—if you insist—yours. Make good use of it.”


  “How?” Lily asked. “Do I let them take me? Do I ask someone else to commit murder, and pretend the blood is not on my hands? I can’t.”


  “Then we’ll find another way to keep you safe.”


  “We?”


  He didn’t reply, but he didn’t need to. He’d given her the boat. He’d given her privacy. He’d come to her rescue, comforted her with his body, offered his help. He’d made declarations enough, these past few days.


  Before, he had warned her not to trust him. Now, he showed her that she could. He proved himself before she had to ask.


  “I think this is what I’ve been looking for.” He brushed a stray tendril of hair off of her forehead, tucked it behind her ear and lingered, rubbing her earlobe between thumb and forefinger. “Let me help you.”


  She believed that, too. He’d addled her wits.


  “I’m going to start by getting you out of this cabin,” said Ware. “Take a turn with me? A bit of fresh air will do us both good.”


  She put on her black taffeta dress and secured her hair in a simple twist. Ware absented himself from the cabin momentarily and returned with a fresh set of clothing, the mere sight of which made her blush—she needed no further proof that his whereabouts were known beyond the confines of the ship.


  “I think you’re safe,” said Ware, stepping into his trousers and shaking out his shirt.


  Lily snorted.


  “My people won’t gossip. The greatest danger of discovery came from the constable and the river police. But they’re unlikely to recognize you.”


  “I hope you’re right.”


  “Perhaps you’d rather not take the risk of being seen with me,” he said quietly.


  Lily raised her chin. “My conscience is more liberal than public opinion.”


  Ware didn’t look up from the jacket he’d reached for. “What did your conscience tell you about accepting the Earl of Kingston’s hospitality?”


  “I won’t pretend my scruples could survive a long stretch of desperation intact,” said Lily. “I know that they wouldn’t. But the only thing Alfie wanted was to marry me.”


  “And?”


  “I told him no,” Lily answered.


  “Why refuse?” He fastened the buttons one by one, just as if he were alone in the room. “If he’s so dear to you.”


  “He is dear to me,” Lily said sharply. “But if we married, I expect I would hate him in short order.”


  He smoothed his palm along his torso, settling the jacket around his chest. “Your first experience of marriage didn’t encourage you to make another attempt?”


  “One marriage taught me not to generalize on the subject.”


  He bent to a trunk, pulled out a plain black shawl, and handed it to her. “We’ll avoid areas where you’re likely to be recognized.”


  She wrapped the shawl around her shoulders and pinned a veil to her hat. “Where will we go?”


  “We’ll explore. Visit the warehouses.” He grinned. “We might have to sneak in.”


  Some were easy. They walked right into a dim structure that smelled of lanolin, great bales spilling sheepswool stacked one atop the other in rows ten feet high. Others required strategy. They dodged guards and climbed through a dust-fogged window to gain access to a vast building empty but for the elephant tusks laid out like puzzle pieces across the floor. Ivories of different sizes nested together in rows that stretched from wall to wall, curves pointed in opposite directions like the stripes of a subtle herringbone.


  They found wine vaults fragrant with vinegar and mold. A small storehouse stocked with dried cakes of tobacco leaves layered and pressed one atop the other until they resembled mud pies. The quantities were outsize: it was hard to imagine how many cigars could be made from a single cake of tobacco. Hundreds? Yet the one little storehouse contained hundreds of cakes, thousands of cigars.


  “I’ve seen so little of the world,” she said, watching as a crew of burly dockworkers unloaded casks that leaked grains of pale wheat into the water.


  “More than many,” countered Ware, standing at her side.


  “Acara and London may be far from one another, but during my marriage I rarely traveled more than five or ten miles from home.”


  He raised his eyebrows. “Then how did you find al-Yatima?”


  “I heard stories at the hammam,” she answered. “Mostly grandmothers entertaining the little ones in their family. There was always a grand entourage on a journey to bury their dead prince, but the rest of the details changed. At first, I thought it was a single story that each woman changed to suit her taste. The entourage might run into trouble crossing a remote mountain stream, or trying to sneak through fields well-guarded by dogs at night. But in every version of the story, the entourage went to great lengths to avoid notice. That was what entertained the children: hearing all the ways this crowd of strangers tried to dodge and hide, only to be caught out in the end.”


  “Mongol?” Ware asked.


  “Mongol,” Lily agreed. “Who else would go to such lengths to hide a high lord’s grave? I heard the stories week after week, and couldn’t help but try to make sense of it all. The woman who talked about crossing the remote stream lived in high hills crossed by many streams. The woman who mentioned high-dressed strangers sneaking across the fields by night lived in a fertile valley.”


  “Of course they’d use their own properties for inspiration. What made you think the stories were true?”


  “I didn’t. And even if they were true, they had to be hundreds of years old. But I began to trace the procession’s journey across the landscape. They’d come from the east, through the mountains. And they disappeared from the tales… very near to my home.”


  “And then?”


  “And then I went digging.”


  “By yourself?”


  “I had a maidservant I trusted to come with me. I said I wanted to visit shrines, to pray—it was the only way to get out alone, without supervision. Rustem’s family began to think I was very pious.”


  “But how did you find the right spot?” Ware’s brows furrowed. “Lily… this is mad, what you’re saying.”


  “It’s mad, what I was doing,” Lily retorted. “I told you—remember? I felt lost. I had to relearn everything. How to eat, how to sit, how to dress. I finished every day with a headache from trying to speak a language I hardly understood. I needed an escape.”


  “And then—what? You found a tomb?”


  “Not a tomb. A skeleton in the dirt. A helmet, a saddle, a sword. Bits and pieces of armor.”


  “My God.”


  “Brittle bone.” Lily shivered. “By that time, I’d stopped expecting to find anything. I wanted to be alone and I had developed an odd habit to carve out a bit of solitude for myself… but there it was.”


  “You must have celebrated?”


  She smiled bitterly. “Of course.”


  “And then?”


  “Finding the pearl marked the beginning of the end. We had something very valuable in our possession. People much more powerful than we were wanted it for themselves. Some came, and failed to take it, but others followed. Eventually, one of them succeeded.”


  “And your husband died?”


  “Fighting to keep it,” Lily said. “Why should he let anyone take our prize…”


  Rustem had liked being envied. And every time he fought back an intruder—the Russians had come first, the French after—the pearl became more his, and less hers. He had liked that, too.


  But could she blame him? When the time had come for her to run, she certainly hadn’t left al-Yatima behind.


  Ware’s thoughts must have run along the same lines. “Why do you cling to it?” he asked. “If you so resented the same behavior in your husband?”


  She had told herself, at first, that Rustem would not have thanked her for letting his murderers seize it. But that had been months ago, and very far away. What was her excuse now?


  “I don’t know.”


  He touched her elbow. “That doesn’t mean you were wrong.”


  Lily brushed him away. “It’s been a long morning. Perhaps a bite to eat?”


  Ware led the way to a dim pub furnished almost entirely with detritus from the sea: masts for columns, barrels to hold up the long pewter bar. Out the back, a terrace overlooked the river.


  A woman wearing a greasy apron brought them tin plates heaped with strips of fried cod, so hot they released steam into the air when she broke the crisp breaded crust. She ate with her fingers, squeezing so much lemon over the delicate fish that her cuticles began to sting.


  Only a few feet away, the river was as busy as any highway, ships lumbering their way out to sea, smaller boats—hawkers, even, shouting their wares as they rowed—threading their way among the larger, more stately vessels.


  It had been several days since she felt the sun, warm and bright, on her bare skin. Several days since she’d set eyes on a stranger’s face, or walked more than a few paces in any direction.


  “I am so ashamed,” she said.


  There was a pause, and then Ware said, “Of me?”


  Lily frowned. “Of course not.”


  But he only watched her, unmoving.


  “You made a mistake. And then you admitted it, and found a way to make things right.” She stared out at the endless, infinite bustle of the river. “All I ever do is run away.”


  He leaned over his forearms, resting on the table, and held her gaze. “And what’s wrong with that?”


  She wiped her hands with a cloth. “Nothing, so long as I keep moving. But when I turn around and look at what I’ve left behind me… it’s a wasteland.”


  “And you want to go home,” he said. “You want the love and acceptance of your family. You want to be welcomed by your own people.”


  “Yes.”


  “Then pay the price,” he said. “Think of everything you want from life. The things that make you happy, proud, satisfied. Accept that you will have to set some of those things aside, perhaps forever. Compromise. If that doesn’t work, compromise again. Understand that you may have to repeat the process until you don’t recognize yourself anymore.”


  She stared at him, openmouthed.


  He leaned back, hands laced together on the table. “That’s been my experience.”


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  In retrospect, he ought to have spared her the harsh words. After the night she’d had, he should have predicted her response: she turned inward, let every conversation he tried to start dribble into silence.


  He’d learned to expect the unexpected from Lily. She was impulsive and unconventional. But listlessness? Dejection? Her bright, effervescent nature ought to have sloughed them off as easily as oil repelled water.


  All the way back to the quay, he wondered what he could do to improve her mood. The obvious answer appealed to him—she had proved herself no stranger to sexual oblivion—as much as it disturbed him. He did not want to fight for her to be present when he was inside her. He did not want to know that making her aware of him, in particular, spoiled her pleasure rather than enhancing it.


  But he did know, and it made him reluctant to repeat the experience, as satisfying as it had been. He would get the same response, she would feel better, and he would feel worse.


  His mood did not improve when they reached the schooner and found Clive pacing back and forth across the quarterdeck. Impeccably dressed in a cool mid-gray, he walked with his hands clasped behind his back and the air of a man bracing for very bad news.


  “Clive?” John sent the crew out of earshot with a look and climbed the ladder to meet him. “What brings you to the docks?”


  “Oh, thank God.” Clive abandoned his circuit, whirling on John only to freeze. “Lady Lily?”


  “Your Grace.” Lily lifted her veil, revealing an expression of polite curiosity. “Have I given you a shock? You’re looking rather pale.”


  Clive turned to John. “You’re taking her to Buenos Aires? Does her father know?”


  John’s heart stopped.


  “Buenos Aires?”


  The corner of Clive’s mouth twitched. “Why, yes. Ware has accepted the post of Consul-General to Argentina. He should be leaving for Buenos Aires shortly—I assumed he’d made his ship ready for the purpose.”


  “So,” said Lady Lily, perfectly mild. “You’ve come to wish us a safe voyage?”


  John bit back a laugh.


  “No.” Clive sighed. “But I have been looking for you for some while, Lady Lily. Since your disappearance, our government has been brought to the point of collapse. I believe it is in your power, and only your power, to salvage the situation.”


  “Leave her alone.” John stepped between them. “You came to talk to me, talk to me.”


  “Palmerston is threatening to resign.”


  John blurted, “He’s what?”


  “He says that if the Cabinet moves forward with a foreign policy he can’t endorse, then he won’t stay on as Foreign Secretary. He won’t be held responsible for the results.”


  “Parliament won’t stand for it,” said John.


  “Precisely. If he can’t have the war he wants, spoiling the victory for Holland and Hastings will do. Parliament will hold a vote of no confidence—and it will pass. It won’t just be Palmerston to go. The entire Cabinet will be made to resign. During the conference. Before any treaty is signed. Can you imagine?”


  “It would be a disaster. But, Clive, you’re the domestic puppeteer. I’ve never been able to pull strings the way you do.”


  “I don’t know who else to talk to,” said Clive. “And I’m out of ideas.”


  “All right. What are the options? Either change Palmerston’s mind, or get the rest of the Cabinet on his side?”


  Clive nodded.


  “And both are impossible?”


  “Completely beyond my abilities.”


  This time, they both turned to look at Lily. She removed her hat and let it dangle at her side, using her index finger as a hook. The sun shone on her bare head, gold on gold, ornament enough to render all the jewelry in the world superfluous.


  She faced each of them in turn. A spark lit in her eyes, a flash of something—the sort of quicksilver shift that came so easily to her.


  He shifted on his feet. Stood a little taller. Waited to see what she would say, waited to be amazed.


  “I fear standing out in the heat for so long has exhausted me.” She dropped her gaze meekly. “I believe I need to lie down and rest. If you’ll excuse me, Your Grace, Mr. Ware.”


  She dipped a small curtsey and retreated below deck. She didn’t look back.


  “Why have you gone to such lengths to protect that woman?” Clive asked, his voice dripping with contempt.


  “I’d rather talk about what you plan to do, now that you know where she is?”


  Clive’s lips thinned. “And if my answer is: exchange the information for productive action on the treaty?”


  “Then I’d remind you that this ship is ready to sail.”


  “She has done nothing to justify your interest,” snarled Clive.


  “But she has it anyway,” John replied, the words sour on his tongue. They were more true than he cared to admit, even to himself. “If I can help, I will. If she leaves the country with the pearl, you’ll be the first to know.”


  “And when the government collapses—”


  “Things will go wrong with me, or they’ll go wrong without me,” John interrupted. “Don’t talk to me about saving the day. That’s not the sort of problem we’re looking at.”


  “For the love of God, Ware, I hope you change your mind before it’s too late.”


  Clive stormed off, and John couldn’t blame him. It was a grim situation, all round.


  He descended the ladder and, after a brief knock, opened the door to the captain’s cabin. Lily sat on the bed, head bowed. He stepped farther inside and saw the flash of white in her lap, stark against the black taffeta of her skirt.


  Al-Yatima.


  He’d wondered how she’d been sure of finding the Orphan Pearl, and not some other jewel. He’d never seen a gem so unique that it could be identified without an exacting provenance. Hadn’t been able to imagine such a thing, really.


  The pearl in Lily’s hand was almost perfectly round. Smooth-skinned, flawless, with a creamy, lustrous sheen. And it was as big as a cricket ball.


  He could not believe there had ever been another like it.


  It was unique. Incomparable. A pearl that would never sit with its sisters on a string, like with like. It was too magnificent, too singular, and so it was an orphan.


  “I’m not going to take it from you,” he said, pulling a chair over from the table so he could sit facing her. “I sent Clive away and did what I could to prevent his returning, to take it by force.”


  “What about Buenos Aires?”


  “What do you mean?” She still hadn’t looked up, and he couldn’t read her expression.


  “That’s what you’ve been angling for, this whole while, isn’t it? Since the very beginning. You wanted to rejoin the Foreign Office. You wanted advancement.”


  “I did.”


  “And if Lord Palmerston leaves, and a new Foreign Secretary takes his place?”


  “Then my bargain will be moot, and I’ll be back where I started,” answered John. “It was always a gamble.”


  “That’s not a gamble. That’s a sacrifice.” She looked up, fierce, bright-eyed. “And I won’t let you make it.”


  “I don’t m—”


  She silenced him with a finger over his lips. She held it there, her gaze locked with his, then let go to trail her fingers down his arm. She turned his hand palm up and rolled the pearl into it.


  It was as warm as flesh.


  John’s throat tightened painfully.


  She folded his fingers around it. “It’s yours.”


  “I can’t let you do this.” He tried to push the pearl back at her, but she wouldn’t let him.


  “Secure Palmerston’s position. Stop my father. This is what you need, isn’t it?”


  He nodded.


  “Keep it safe.” She let go, and her voice warmed. “And make them kiss your boots with gratitude.”


  §


  After carrying al-Yatima for so long, guarding and coveting it, she’d been afraid she wouldn’t be able to let go. But it was easy. A little flutter as it rolled, like feathers tickling the inside of her ribcage, and then calm. The pearl wasn’t hers anymore. Not hers to protect, not hers to bestow.


  It was a step toward making things right, and she’d started with the man who’d shown her how. Who reminded her that even if a wound could not be unmade, it could be healed.


  He buried his face in her lap.


  She laughed thinly and tried to pull him up by the shoulders. “There’s no tragedy here. Nothing to mourn.”


  He allowed her to manhandle him, only to slip his coat off and carefully roll the pearl inside it.


  “Do I seem unhappy to you? The light must be poor.” He set the cloth-wrapped jewel aside and reached for her slippers. “You’ll have to look again.”


  Her breathing grew ragged.


  “I am feeling many things right now.” He tossed her slippers to the side and set to work on her garters. “If you can’t see, perhaps I should demonstrate.”


  He made quick work of the other stocking, then gave her a push. She tumbled onto her back with a squeal, only to be rolled onto her stomach before she could right herself. One solid masculine hand landed on the small of her back and pinned her down while she panted and twisted.


  He loosened the fastenings of her dress and slid his hand round to cradle her belly, lifting her just enough to slide the stiff black taffeta down over her hips. It joined her stockings on the floor, and then her petticoat. That left her wearing her corset, which tied in the front, and the chemise she wore underneath. From the waist down, she was completely exposed.


  Ware was quick to take advantage. He leaned over her, one knee on the mattress, and held her down while probing between her legs.


  “Tell me what you like,” he urged. “Let me hear you.”


  She groaned. He parted her folds, which slicked to his touch. Traced the ring of muscle at her entrance, until she had stopped squirming to be free and tried, instead, to angle that finger inside her.


  He obliged. Two fingers, pumping strongly, until she gasped and strained against the tight bones of her corset. He rolled her again, loosened the damned thing, and while her whole body tingled with relief he spread her thighs wide apart and knelt between them.


  He laved and suckled. He held her down when she bucked and he worked her with fingers and tongue both, until she could not have said where the pleasure came from, only that it consumed her utterly. She slapped the mattress and pulled her own hair, back bowing taut, and begged for him to stop—”It’s too much, please, it’s so good”—until she went hoarse.


  And then Ware stood up, lips and chin glazed by the lamplight, and peeled off his shirt. The fine linen lifted up to reveal his flat, pale stomach first, and then the dark hair tufted over the hard muscles of his chest. He bunched the shirt up in his hands and used it to wipe his jaw clean.


  She rolled her hips in invitation.


  Their eyes locked. He dropped the shirt and yanked off his boots, never breaking eye contact. His stockings went next, and after that, he set to work on the falls off his trousers, the fabric stretched tight over his arousal. When his smalls dropped, last of all, he stood naked before her: rough-hewn, powerful rather than elegant. A pure workhorse of a body.


  “All of this for me,” she marveled.


  He moved back onto the bed, covering her this time, elbows braced to either side of her head. They lay skin to skin, shoulder to hip, his cock digging hard against her belly. He was heavy and solid, big enough to crush her, but instead he shifted his hips and sent his cock sliding slick through the wet mess between her legs. She shivered in reaction and he pressed his lips to her forehead, the corners of her eyes. They were damp.


  He buried himself to the root in a single slow thrust. Their bodies beat together like a heart, a fist-sized muscle that squeezed life into the blood as violently as their hips ground together, filling her up with more emotion than she could ever contain, so much that she had to release it back to him, transformed, in an endless, perfect circuit.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Carrying al-Yatima into the city provided a quick illustration of how Lily came to be so skittish. John peered suspiciously out the window of his carriage all the way to the West End. He jumped at shadows and unexpected noises.


  Years before, in the mountains of the Lebanon, he’d been overtaken by thieves. They’d stripped him down to his small clothes and abandoned him to his fate. He’d arrived at the nearest town days later, his feet a bloody ruin, and slowly worked his way to the nearest consulate. It had taken a week just to earn enough to purchase a new pair of shoes. There had not been a single moment, during the entire ordeal, when he’d been half as nervous as he was in his own carriage, in his own country, with the Orphan Pearl in his lap.


  He could not imagine trying to explain to Lily that he’d lost it.


  His unease only sharpened when he arrived at Clive’s townhouse and found out, from the butler, that the His Grace had left for a meeting with Lord Palmerston few hours earlier. It ought to have been good news—finding them both together would save him time—but instead, he worried about getting out of Palmerston’s office with the pearl if he failed to strike a deal.


  He tucked al-Yatima into a small leather valise and imagined Lily alone and hounded, freshly widowed and half-crazed by grief, making her way across Anatolia. How terrified she must have been. Of course, the fear would have dulled with routine; it always did. That was something.


  He climbed one floor up to the Private Secretary’s office and, after a short wait, was ushered into Palmerston’s office. The Foreign Secretary and the Duke of Clive stood together by the large bay window. Palmerston advanced, hand out for John to shake. Clive, backlit by the bright sunlight, kept still.


  “Mr. Ware,” said Palmerston. “What news have you brought?”


  “Not news,” said John, flipping the clasp of his valise and removing al-Yatima from the velvet swaddling he’d packed it in. “But the Orphan Pearl is in my possession.”


  “Good God,” breathed Palmerston. “It’s extraordinary.”


  “Like nothing I’ve ever seen,” John agreed.


  Palmerston held out his hands. “Can I…?”


  “Go ahead.” But his heart rate spiked as he placed it in Palmerston’s cupped palms.


  “You might as well explain the terms, Ware,” said Clive. “If you’re just taking it out for a walk, it’s not much use to us.”


  “She gave it to me,” said John. “Whatever advantage Hastings gained by having—or pretending that he had—control over the pearl is gone.”


  “That won’t sway the Cabinet,” said Clive. “Even if we could persuade them to our point of view, they’re too afraid of Hastings to change position.”


  “But we might be able to persuade Lord Melbourne,” countered Palmerston. “And then we wouldn’t need to worry about the others.”


  It took several hours of sending messages back and forth before they were shown into the Prime Minister’s chambers in 10 Downing Street. Melbourne occupied a spacious office, his desk oriented toward the tall windows and a pair of sofas grouped around a dormant fireplace. A fine Persian carpet protected the plain oak floors and a brass chandelier hung from the high ceiling.


  The Prime Minister, a mild-mannered man of sixty or so, still boasted a full head of hair and a luxuriant mutton-chop beard. He had soft, dark eyes and a prominent forehead, poorly balanced by a weak chin that he masked with high collar-points and voluminously knotted neckcloths.


  Melbourne had been a weathervane throughout the conference, his position changing with the wind. Since the plenipotentiaries arrived, he could be counted on for only one thing: his willingness to go along with the majority view.


  “I was certain the next time we met, I’d be accepting your resignation,” said Melbourne to Palmerston. “Dare I hope for a reprieve?”


  “You hope for a reprieve,” replied Palmerston. “And I hope that you will dare.”


  “Then we find ourselves on delicate footing.” Melbourne gestured to his couches. “Take a seat, won’t you? Tell me what you’ve come to discuss.”


  Once they’d settled, Palmerston began. “Do you remember the jewel we spoke of—the orphan girl who turned out to be a pearl with a grand history?”


  “Of course. The Duke of Hastings has it now—he’s made much of it.”


  “Not so.” John opened up his valise and produced al-Yatima. “Hastings never possessed the pearl, and now he never will.”


  Melbourne cursed. “What on earth…” He leaned closer. “Is it glass? Treated with some coating?”


  “It’s real,” John told him. “And I can assure you that Mehmet Ali will never get his hands on it.”


  Melbourne glanced quickly at Palmerston, comprehension chasing surprise across his features.


  “We’ve beaten him back without launching a single ship,” said Palmerston. “You know my position. We have pledged to aid the Sultan. What nation will trust us in the future if we don’t make good on our promises now?”


  “While the French struggle to regroup after having their plans dashed, we can act,” added Clive. “If you bring the Cabinet around, Palmerston and I could have the Austrian, Prussian, and Russian plenipotentiaries ready to sign in a matter of days.”


  “Possessing the pearl provides leverage,” added John. “There’s no harm in using it to encourage Mehmet Ali to negotiate. Give him a timetable. A speedy withdrawal from northern Syria in exchange for keeping some of the territory he’s won.”


  “Holland would like that,” said Melbourne. “An element of compromise. Russell, too—he’s been set against military action.”


  “Can we count on you?” Palmerston asked.


  Melbourne tapped his knee, a frown creasing his face, before nodding shortly. “I’ll speak with the Cabinet. We’ll sign with four powers instead of five, as soon as possible.” He let out a brief harrumph. “France won’t like being left out, but they’ve no grounds to complain. I won’t mind putting one to Hastings, either.”


  They sealed the bargain with friendly handshakes and John breathed a sigh of relief when he left Downing Street with the pearl still in his valise. Clive stopped him on the way out with a hand on the shoulder.


  “I’m sorry. I should have had more faith in you.”


  “You should have had more faith in Lady Lily,” he countered, but without rancor. Their meeting had been a success, and Melbourne’s moderating influence boded well for all concerned.


  “Perhaps so,” Clive acknowledged. “I’ll do what I can to keep you informed about the treaty, in the coming days. If you need anything, you know where to find me. I owe you a favor.”


  John savored the exchange; his next destination, after a brief pause at his Belgravia townhouse to secure the Orphan Pearl inside a hidden safe, was Lord Wilsey’s home. What little hope he’d had for the future of their relationship died when the butler opened the door to the library and Wilsey did not stand or smile in greeting.


  He sat in a high-backed chair, his dinner-plate-sized hands gripped tight around the carved wooden arms, and didn’t wait for John to speak before asking querulously, “Have you come to bring me more excuses?”


  John froze, buffeted back by the hostility emanating from Wilsey. A chair waited, but he could not make himself take another step.


  “Go on,” snapped Wilsey. “Kingston lives and breathes, but you’ve come here to flap your lips at me.”


  “I’ll be brief,” John said quietly. “I cannot kill the Earl of Kingston. I’m sorry.”


  Wilsey’s cheeks flushed a deep, dull pink. “You come to me, standing on your two feet, to tell me you can’t? Those aren’t your words, Ware. Never have been, and they aren’t now. Don’t lie to me.”


  “Can’t, won’t.” John shrugged. “Call it what you like. Betrayal would suit, and I feel it.”


  “You’re abandoning me. After all I’ve done for you, the first time I ask something in return, you refuse.” Wilsey bit his lips. “You haven’t the decency to be ashamed.”


  “I—” John stuttered to a halt. Wilsey had reached a state of agitation dangerous for a man of his age, and John did not want to provoke an apoplexy in order to soothe his conscience. “I won’t offend you with my presence.”


  He turned to go, but paused at the door. Looked back over his shoulder and asked, “I’m sorry, but—how’s Amelia?”


  “Don’t even speak her name,” seethed Wilsey, finally, cumbersomely, rising to his feet. “You have no right. Walking away from a ruined girl—you’re no better than Kingston.”


  John took a deep breath. Released it slowly. And then lost the battle with his better self, the one that told him to leave quietly, to give Wilsey’s pain that much respect. “You lied to me, Wilsey. Every single detail you gave me about Amelia was wrong. But you wanted me to murder a man, so you told a story that would ensure my compliance.” Under the guise of taking John into his confidence, he had done the exact opposite: treated him like a pawn to be used and then sacrificed. “I tried, Wilsey. And I might have tried again, and again, until I succeeded—if I hadn’t learned the truth.”


  “The truth!”


  “You let me believe that I would earn the right to call you father,” John continued, his voice breaking. There had been a time when he wanted nothing more. And Wilsey had known it. Known, and used John’s longing to his own advantage. Perhaps—probably—right from the moment they’d met. “But no loving father would give his son a task that damned him to hell. No loving father would push his son to blight his life and future with murder.”


  Wilsey smacked his lips, but John barreled on. “What’s worse is that by sending me after Kingston, you risked exactly the scandal you’ve been so lucky to avoid. Your anger is so deep, and so heedless, that you’ve put Amelia—your daughter—at risk of even greater humiliation. She deserves better.”


  “How dare you—”


  John cut him off with a slice of his hand. “I’m going. Good-bye, Wilsey. I’m sorry it ended this way.”


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  “Look closely,” said the cabin boy—Peter Enix, he’d told her, when she asked his name. He held a length of rope in his hands, identical to the one she gripped between her own. They leaned side by side on the rails of the quarterdeck, the ship quiet and the day’s work done. Overhead, the sky had begun to dim, taking the temperature down with it. “Make a little loop, like so?”


  Lily watched him demonstrate, then copied the motion.


  “Now take the end of the rope and slip it through the little loop.”


  She did as instructed. Easy.


  “This is the tricky part,” warned Peter. “Watch carefully. Take the end of the rope and bring it around the standing end—no, you have to loop it around—that’s right, now it goes right back through the little loop.”


  The resulting knot, when tightened, looked like a tiny hangman’s noose.


  “What do I do with it?” Lily asked. “Execute dolls?”


  “No!” The boy shot her a look of pure horror, then corrected himself, “That is, no, my lady. Tie a bowline at the end of a rope and you can hook it up to a ring or a post. It’s a handy knot.”


  “All right. Let me try it without help,” said Lily, unpicking the bowline. She mucked up twice—exactly where Peter had predicted she would—but managed a proper knot on the third try, and after that, she could repeat it.


  “I think you’ve got the hang of it,” said Peter.


  “If I ever have children who beg me for a dollhouse,” said Lily, “I’m going to buy them a miniature gallows and teach them this knot.”


  Peter tried—but failed—to hide his disapproving reaction to this bit of nonsense. Lily burst out laughing, just as Ware stepped into view on the quay. She waved gaily, her laughter giving way to a smile. When he reached the quarterdeck, she tapped Peter on the elbow.


  “Mr. Enix has entertained me all afternoon. He’d been teaching me to tie knots.”


  “Oh?” Ware raised his eyebrows at the boy, but the rest of his face didn’t move—not his mouth, slack and downward-turning, and not his dull, tired eyes. “Which ones?”


  Peter ticked them off on his fingers. “Bowline, anchor hitch, figure eight…”


  “Good choices,” said Ware. “Off with you, now. You must have chores left undone.”


  Lily waited until the boy was out of earshot before she tapped the rails beside her, inviting Ware to sit. “Did you speak to Clive?”


  “Clive, Palmerston, and Lord Melbourne, as well,” he answered, stretching out his legs and crossing his feet at the ankles. “Melbourne has agreed to take charge of the Cabinet. We should have a treaty of four powers finalized and signed in a matter of days.”


  “And what will it demand of Mehmet Ali?”


  “Palmerston wants Mehmet Ali out of Syria entirely, but Melbourne has more moderate views. I believe the treaty will allow for Mehmet Ali to keep portions of southern Syria, so long as he abides by certain conditions.”


  Lily wound the rope fragment around her fingers and closed her fist over it. The jute prickled her palm. “My father won’t be happy.”


  “No,” Ware agreed, with a grimace. “I’ve been thinking about that. We should leave London, to be safe.”


  “We?” Lily blinked. “But don’t you want to be here for the final negotiations—and to prepare for Buenos Aires?”


  “Would you rather that I remain in London?” he asked.


  “No. Not at all.”


  “Then I have nowhere better to be.”


  Lily smiled. “And I couldn’t ask for better company.”


  He laughed softly. A little bit of the stiffness eased out of his shoulders.


  “I know just the place to go,” she added. “Someplace discreet, unexpected, not too far from town.”


  “Where’s that?”


  “My father has a property on the coast. Small, very beautiful. A house, no staff to speak of, and the grounds go on and on. Acres of forest and a lake, a proper one, with streams running into it.”


  “Most people would never dare to hide from a powerful man on his own property. But you’re not most people, and your father might expect it.”


  Lily shrugged. “If either of us comes up with a better idea, we’ll move on.”


  They gave the captain their destination and retired below deck. By the time Lily woke the next morning, sat up and glanced out the cabin’s windows, they’d already left the city behind. The schooner sailed past rolling pastures dotted with woolly sheep and lowing cows, trees trailing their leaves into the current, and fallen branches choking the muddy banks. Sometimes, between the hills, they’d spy a village or a field of golden wheat.


  Ware brought her a bit of bread and butter to eat, a lidded mug filled with hot tea, and they sat side by side in the cool of the morning, watching the scenery change. It felt good to be moving, better to see Ware’s mood improve throughout the day.


  The Thames emptied them out into the Channel, and from there they proceeded south along the coast a short ways, until Lily spotted a landmark she recognized: an old stone cottage—she’d thought it ancient as a child, older than England, though for all she knew it had been built the year she was born. It had no roof, and two irregularly shaped windows that faced the sea, one about half the size of the other. The entrance, a narrow stone arch long since divested of its door, lay on the other side.


  The crew weighed anchor and young Peter manned the oars in the small longboat, ferrying them toward land.


  “Papa’s seat lies deeper in Sussex,” Lily explained. “Hours away from the ocean. But sometimes we’d drive to London along the coast instead of taking the main roads. He has properties scattered throughout the southeast, and makes a point of visiting every one at least once a year. Adam and I thought he was taking us on holiday. We found so much to explore at every new destination, we were never ready to leave by the time Papa said it was time to go.”


  They reached the shore and left Peter to row back alone. Ware picked a path up the steep embankment to the plateau beyond, seagulls wheeling and cawing above. Lily had to hold her skirts up with one hand, balance with the other, but she managed without asking for help and, after a single attempt, Ware didn’t offer again.


  The ground around them was rocky, with small tufts of grass clinging to islands of thin soil. Craters peppered the gray stone, collecting rain and, with it, moss and lichen. But a breeze coming off the sea kept the air fresh, clean and briny.


  About a mile distant, the forest began—an explosion of dense underbrush and leafy canopy, wild and summer green.


  “That way,” said Lily, pointing toward the trees.


  “Are we looking for something in particular?” Ware asked, keeping pace beside her.


  “A favorite place of mine,” said Lily. “I want to show you.”


  “What sort of place?”


  “I think you’ll guess before we arrive,” Lily teased. “At least, if I still know the way.”


  They skirted the edge of the forest. Pretty as it was, she knew what lay within: an uneven ground crisscrossed by roots to trip on, thorny bushes for her clothes to catch on, branches to duck. She’d ruin her dress if she tried forcing her way through. She needed a path. Though no man had cut a trail through the woods, Mother Nature had.


  A dull roaring reached her ears, vague and faraway as the sound of an ocean inside a seashell. She followed the noise, pressing on as it grew louder and louder. Finally they reached a wide stream, the swift current crashing over rocks as it flowed.


  “I’ll carry you,” shouted Ware, bending to lift her.


  Lily skipped away. “We’re not crossing!”


  She reached down to untie her sturdy boots. Loosened the laces, pulled them off, and her stockings after. Then she gestured for Ware to do the same.


  “We’re swimming?”


  “Not yet!”


  He rolled his trousers up to his knees while she tucked her skirts up around her waist. They both laced their shoes together and slung them over their shoulders.


  She led the way into the stream, bracing herself against the rushing water. She stepped on rocks whenever she could and let her feet sink into the soft, deep mud when she couldn’t. Birdsong filtered down from the trees, every hoot and whistle amplified by the canopy of leaves. Fish darted out of reach, silver scales flashing.


  She reached out for Ware’s hand and laced their fingers together, holding on for balance when she lost her footing, steadying him in turn. Before long, they couldn’t see the wide-open spaces behind them, just a slice of sky at the end of a long green tunnel, and then the river turned and even that was gone.


  It was an effort to move. A struggle to stay upright, to lift her feet one by one without getting carried away by the current. But soon a break in the trees opened up before them, a wedge of blue sky and bright sunshine. A little farther on, the lake came into view.


  The surface of the lake mirrored the trees and flowers along the verge, gentle ripples distorting the reflections. On the other side of the lake, flowering lily pads clustered away from the turbulent stream. Not far from where they stood lay the rotted remains of a raft—the logs sodden, decomposing, but still recognizable. Someone had had the job of making it, cutting and stripping the logs, lashing them together, carrying the raft all this way—so she and Adam could play for a few days, and then abandon it.


  “You came here as a child?” Ware asked.


  “Several times,” answered Lily, climbing onto dry ground at last. Despite all her efforts, she’d soaked her skirts. She gained some distance from the noisy stream, set down her shoes and turned her back to Ware. “Will you help me with the buttons?”


  “Now we’re swimming?”


  She glanced over her shoulder. “You don’t like to swim? You should have said something before we got into the stream.”


  He rolled his eyes and set to work on her gown. The back split from the top as he slipped the buttons loose. When he reached her waist, she stepped out of the dress, folded it neatly on a patch of dry grass, and set to work on her front-fastening corset.


  “Are you just going to stand there and watch?” she asked.


  He smiled, lopsided and cocky. “I might.”


  She narrowed her eyes, got the laces to her corset loose enough to push it down over her hips, dropped it on top of her dress. She added her petticoats to the pile and then—still wearing her chemise—ran into the lake, kicking her legs up to leap ahead in great bounds. She squealed as the cold water rose to her knees, and then her thighs, trailing great splashes behind. When she’d submerged all the way to her hips, she dove. Took two long strokes and then turned, flipping her hair out of the way as she found her footing and lifted her head above the surface.


  Ware still stood on the bank, though he’d stuffed his neckcloth inside his shoes and taken off his coat. “Why don’t you stand up all the way?” he called out.


  She looked down. The thin cotton of her chemise, transparent in the water, hid nothing. Below the surface, her breasts floated free of gravity, perfectly round. She looked up again. “Come a little closer, and I will.”


  He covered a laugh with his hand, shaking his head at her, and didn’t budge.


  She ducked beneath the water, pulled off her chemise, and rose up again—just a little higher. Enough for him to see her the upper slope of her breasts, beaded with droplets of water. “The water’s lovely. My toes are cold, but it’s warm near the surface. Come see.”


  Ware took a step back, reaching for the waistband of his trousers, so she rose up a few more inches. Her nipples, tight and hard, crested the surface. He froze, momentarily mesmerized, and before he came to his senses she threw her soaking-wet chemise at him.


  He caught it easily, but it was wet enough to splatter water all over his front. He swore while she fell back into the water with a laugh and began stroking away from shore. She watched him hang the chemise over a branch and dispose of his own clothing, tossing it in a clumsy heap before he strode naked into the water.


  Heavens, but John Tacitus Ware was a handsome man.


  She reached the middle of the lake while he’d just begun to swim, so she treaded water and admired the way the muscles of his arms bunched and flattened as he cut through the water, how sunlight skated across his wet hair when he came up for a breath.


  When he reached her, he snaked one arm around her waist and brought her close, to slide full-length against the hard planes of his body.


  “That was childish,” he accused, gently biting her neck.


  She squeaked and pinched her head and shoulder together. “Only fitting. I was a child the last time I came here. Isn’t it beautiful?”


  He swept his free arm out, swinging it in a gentle arc, and turned them both around. The wind rustled through the trees, a muted roar that sounded much like the ocean crashing against the shore, or the rush of blood through her head when she ducked under the water.


  And she glimpsed, briefly, the vastness of it all. Saw herself as a tiny speck in a universe whose size she could not fathom.


  She lived in a world of infinite complexity—of people, relationships, wants and needs, goals and consequences. But so did the flowers nodding by the water, the squirrels scampering along the branches. Their world, too, had its dangers and its hierarchies. The insects feared the frogs, the frogs feared the snakes, the snakes feared the foxes.


  And not one of them—not the insects, not the frogs, not the snakes or foxes—cared one whit about her. Their worlds fit together like Russian nesting dolls, each part of the whole but largely unconcerned with the other.


  Really, this one little lake had as much life in it as London did. And she had once, years ago, walked from sunrise to sundown, day after day, until the soles of her feet turned to leather. But when she looked at the journey she’d made on a globe, it was such a tiny line.


  Kicking to bring herself level with the surface of the water, she closed her eyes against the sun and floated. She took slow deep breaths, wiggled her feet to feel water swish through her toes. After a pause, Ware followed suit.


  They floated, fingers linked, like two pieces of driftwood. The water bearing her up remained cool; the skin exposed to air dried and warmed. The clouds dissolved and reformed, drifting slowly past. Fish snapped at insects that landed on the surface of the lake.


  “What should I have done differently?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Sometimes I look back and I think: if I hadn’t been there, everything would have been fine,” said Lily. “I know it’s not true. My father and Adam were angry at one another before I arrived. Alfie made a wreck of his life without me. But now it’s all so much worse.”


  “I’d have missed the opportunity to meet you,” Ware said. “My life would be the poorer for it.”


  Lily smiled. “It’s been a dream come true, for me.”


  “Don’t tease.”


  “Who says I’m teasing? Though I used to imagine we’d cross paths somewhere far away. In a desert oasis perhaps. I’d buy the last dates from a shopkeeper just before you arrived, weary and famished, and offer to share…”


  “Unlikely.”


  “Or we’d be thrown together on a ferry, crossing a dangerous river thick with rapids, and I’d fall in…”


  “You would die.”


  “You would rescue me…”


  “We would both die.”


  “You were much more optimistic in my imagination.”


  Ware snorted derisively—and then began to splutter.


  “Oh no!” Lily righted herself and began to tread water. “Is this a demonstration? I should never count on you for an aquatic rescue?”


  Still coughing, Ware slapped the surface of the lake and sent a spray of water her way.


  “Why, Mr. Ware, I believe I’ve wounded your pride.”


  He darted toward her. She twisted to the side, dodging, so that they spun around one another, arms outflung like a ballroom dance.


  “Who taught you to swim?” he demanded.


  Lily began to laugh, and this time, when Ware reached for her, he hooked an arm around her waist. He pulled her close, treading water strongly enough to keep both their heads above the surface, and slanted his mouth over hers. Their lips touched and parted and it was not enough. Not even close.


  “Race you to the shore,” she breathed into his ear, before pushing away and kicking hard to gain some speed.


  He grabbed her by the foot and, when she turned on him with a squeak, he stroked away. He gained a fair lead, then rolled onto his back and taunted her with an exaggerated wink.


  She dove, skimming along beneath the surface, and yanked at one of Ware’s feet while he spun in circles. By the time she breached the surface, she had the lead.


  They reached the shore almost at the same moment, and tumbled to the ground in a breathless tangle. In a moment he was inside her, and her back was sinking into the cool mud as he thrust. She panted, whimpered; he stretched her arms out to either side and twined their fingers, giving her the weight of his body.


  Rutting out in the open on all fours ought to have been degrading. It wasn’t. She felt like an animal, yes. Simple, reduced to her essence. Purified.


  It was like making love to the earth itself. She drew strength from it, just as she did from the man inside her; between the two of them, she’d never felt more gloriously alive.


  “Next time,” he growled into her ear. “Will be all for you. I promise.”


  “But this…”


  His chest hiccupped against hers, a small, silent laugh.


  “God, you make me feel good,” he groaned.


  Lily rolled onto her back and drowsed for a bit, though the mud drying on her skin itched and her hair had snarled into clumps and the ground was lumpy, with a root digging into the small of her back in a way that promised to leave her sore for hours.


  For the moment, none of it bothered her. She was happy.


  “If I understand correctly, you plan to leave the country in order to escape your father,” said Ware. “You don’t want him to have any power over you.”


  “Mmm,” Lily agreed.


  “But if you were able to reclaim your inheritance, you’d stay here. In England.”


  “I had hoped to.”


  “Was it arranged in the usual way? You’d inherit either when you reached your majority, or when you married?”


  “I believe so. I haven’t gone back to look at the original documents. I had money from my mother, and from an aunt.”


  “You’ve met both of those conditions.”


  “Legally speaking, Lady Lily Spark is still dead,” she said. “And a dead woman can’t inherit. I need my father to attest to my identity, but he’s refused. And just as well—my dependence gives him power over me, but so does being his daughter. Perhaps I’m safer this way.”


  “So in order to remain in England, you would need to reclaim your name and your inheritance while protecting yourself from your father’s authority.”


  Lily remembered her advice to Ware at the British Library. Time to take her own medicine. “I can find something else to want.”


  “Not yet.”


  “Oh?” Lily shifted, giving the root stabbing at her lower back a different muscle to torment. “What do you suggest?”


  “We could marry.”


  Lily giggled. “Come, now. The ship I understood. But that’s taking your apology a bit far, isn’t it?”


  He didn’t reply.


  Lily sat up, wincing as more aches and pains made themselves known. She leaned on her palm—she’d scraped it somewhere along the way, and it stung—and studied Ware, smudged with mud, showing the first signs of sunburn, and utterly serious. He met her gaze and didn’t look away, or laugh, or spout excuses.


  “You’re not joking, are you?”


  “No.”


  “My father might decide to wash his hands of me. He didn’t hesitate to cut off my brother. If you seek to gain some benefit from my name or my inheritance, it might never come to pass.”


  “I’ll take you as you are.”


  She wanted to ask him why, but held her tongue. If he didn’t want her name or her money, he wanted her. And if he hadn’t offered out of pity, then it must have been… something else.


  Lily confronted the possibility that she’d misunderstood… everything. That all of the emotions she had been aware of experiencing—her anger, her gratitude, her endless sexual hunger—had all along been the symptoms of something greater, something she had not seen or comprehended.


  More than anything, she wondered at her own blindness. When had Ware known? How could he speak of marriage so calmly, as though he’d had time to grow comfortable with the idea, to dispose of all his doubts? Was he even capable of feeling doubt?


  Lily narrowed her eyes. “I suppose you’d sign the register and then leave me behind while you sailed for Buenos Aires.”


  “If that’s what you would prefer.”


  “But if I’d rather accompany you?”


  “You’d be welcome.”


  Not just permitted. Welcome.


  “I would like that,” said Lily. “Yes.”


  “Good.” Ware folded his arms underneath his head, making his biceps leap and bunch. “We’re settled, then.”


  Lily traced a line down the center of his stomach, smooth and concave with relaxation, to the point below his belly button where coarse hair made a trail to the thatch between his legs. If they weren’t both already so crusted over with dirt and muck… Well.


  Lily gave his belly a light scratch. “I have an idea.”


  Ware glanced at her sidewise.


  “What if we could marry without my father finding out? If he thought I was alone, and liable to flee the country if he didn’t act quickly, he might do something rash.”


  “To tighten his hold over you, you mean.”


  Lily nodded.


  “I’ll help you, of course,” said Ware. “But are you sure it’s worth the risk?”


  “I want you to have everything I can give you,” said Lily. “And after what happened on the schooner, I want him to lose everything I can take.”


  They rinsed as best they could in the lake, and planned their strategy on the long walk back to the schooner—arriving just before sunset, weary and bedraggled. It took Lily almost half an hour to comb all the tangles out of her hair, but she didn’t mind. It had been a perfect day.


  And the future looked bright.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  John returned to London alone, by train. Traveling to the station took more time than the trip into the city, once he’d taken his seat in the carriage. Upon arrival, he went first to his Belgravia house for a thorough washing: a long bath, a haircut, a fresh set of clothes.


  Rutting in the mud did make a man appreciate the pleasures of civilization.


  The next morning, he paid Clive a visit. To his surprise, he was shown into a sunny yellow breakfast room, where Clive lounged in his shirt and waistcoat beside his duchess, dressed in ink-stained cotton. She looked perfectly at ease, both in the drab clothing and in the bright cheery room, and John was, once again, unnerved.


  No accounting for tastes.


  “Join us.” Clive waved at the opposite end of the table. The chairs were low and heavily cushioned, the table covered in a cloth printed with blue-and-green flowers.


  “Do you take sugar?” The duchess reached for the teapot at her elbow. The porcelain was semi-transparent in the bright morning light, simple but very fine.


  “No sugar.” John took the saucer and settled into the offered seat, trying not to rattle the cup. “Thank you. Did I come too early?”


  “Not at all.” The duchess slouched into the deep cushions of her chair, cradling her teacup in both hands. “We’ve been very lazy this morning.”


  “The treaty was signed yesterday,” Clive added. “I’m surprised you weren’t there to see it happen.”


  “Four powers?” asked John.


  “Russia, Austria, Prussia, and Britain,” Clive confirmed.


  “And the timetable?”


  “Speedy withdrawal of his armies from Northern Syria will net Mehmet Ali some territory in southern Syria—which he’ll rule as a sovereign, so long as he accepts that Egypt remains, at least nominally, part of the Ottoman Empire.”


  “What?” John froze with his teacup in the air. “He won’t.”


  Clive frowned. “You’re sure of that?”


  “This is a man who sees himself as the equal of the Sultan,” said John. “And he’s earned the right. He’s won victory after victory, for years. And now we expect him to give up everything he’s gained? To style himself a vassal when he sees himself as a king?”


  “It’s the best offer he’ll get,” said Clive. “Mehmet Ali’s armies will fall before the combined forces of Europe.”


  John sighed. “So long as you realize that’s where your treaty is leading.”


  “Palmerston realizes it,” cut in the duchess.


  Clive cut a sharp glance at his wife, who shrugged.


  “He wants a decisive victory,” she said. “It’s not enough for him to win—France and Mehmet Ali must lose. They must pay for their ambitions.”


  “How have Holland and Hastings reacted?” John asked.


  “They’ve been quiet,” answered Clive.


  John winced. “That’s not encouraging.”


  “But our hand is played, until Mehmet Ali responds to our terms,” said Clive. “Unless you came with a proposition of your own?”


  “No, I came to ask you for a favor, actually,” said John. “I need to obtain a special license—quickly and discreetly. I thought you might be able to make it happen.”


  “A special license?” One of Clive’s eyebrows notched up. “Has Lady Lily agreed to make you the happiest man on earth?”


  John nodded.


  “There are people who won’t invite her ‘round,” warned Clive. He rocked his hand from side to side, then added, “But a wife with her pedigree will do you more good than harm, I think. Give you a lift.”


  “Does that mean I can count on your help?”


  “Of course,” said Clive. “In fact, I can do even better. Do you need a witness?”


  §


  Lily continued on alone aboard Ware’s schooner. The solitude gave her time to think—time to have second thoughts—and they crowded in. It had seemed like the right decision at the time, the sensible decision. But she wasn’t seventeen anymore. She ought to think ahead, and consider the worst before she hoped for the best.


  Instead, she had done what felt right—but bad decisions often felt wonderful as she made them. She had been reckless, again. However highly she thought of Ware, she did not trust part of herself that had accepted his offer.


  And so, as she perched up by the prow with a wide-brimmed hat tied underneath her chin, she found herself wishing, bizarrely, that he had remained at her side. He would have soothed her doubts.


  Instead, she had to forge ahead without him. Brighton’s grand pier appeared on the horizon, jutting out from the city huddled around the beach. The schooner docked and Lily restrained an impulse to run from ship to ship, asking where each was headed, begging for a berth.


  She mastered the temptation to flee and directed herself, instead, toward the finest hotel in town. Her room featured large bay windows that opened directly onto the ocean, and she threw them open so she could listen to the waves while she slept.


  In the morning, she began her search for a vicar. The driver of the hackney she’d hired took her around the small parishes outside of town, hoping to find a clergyman willing to exchange his discretion for a donation.


  She had her man by noon.


  Back at the hotel, she dismissed the hackney and sent a letter to Ware. Mail coaches ran between Brighton and London often enough that it would reach him by the next morning. If he set out on the six-hour journey early enough, they could marry the next day.


  Before dinner, she put on her black silk taffeta and took a long walk along the shore. Nobody acknowledged her, but she was certain that several recognized her. Word would reach her father quickly—but no matter how fast it flew, Ware would have the advantage.


  The vicar she’d engaged arrived at the hotel at eight, while she was still at breakfast. Mr. Fayer was an older man with florid cheeks and a firm, round belly, strong legs and an easy smile. When she’d arrived at his cottage the day before, she’d interrupted a game of cards—just a few friends gathered round a table to pass the time, he assured her, a few small wagers exchanged, nothing sinister or low.


  Perhaps so. But his eyes had lit up at the prospect of a bribe, and she suspected he played more than he should, and lost more than he preferred. So she’d gone shopping before making her return trip—another attempt to catch the notice of gossips—and bought a brand-new deck of cards, which she brought out when they sat down in the hotel’s downstairs parlor.


  “I don’t know when my fiancé will arrive, exactly,” she told Mr. Fayer. “Would you care to pass the time with a game?”


  “I don’t like to encourage gambling,” the vicar replied.


  “We’ll use pins.” She scattered a pile on the table between them. “Surely you can’t object to that?”


  To her surprise, she didn’t have to let him win. He played well, and she was distracted. Instead of concentrating on her hands, she kept glancing out the window, searching passersby for a familiar face.


  When Fayer had collected all the pins, he moved them back to the middle of the table and they started again. As Lily’s losses began to mount, she finally saw a face she recognized—but not the one she’d been hoping for. The Duke of Clive stepped out of an unmarked carriage, tapped his hat into place and surveyed the hotel.


  A chill ran up her spine. What could have brought him here?


  And then Ware emerged from the dark compartment, a little rumpled, his hair falling in chunks over his forehead. He tucked them back before putting on his hat, tried to smooth the wrinkles out of his coat.


  “Has the groom arrived?” asked Mr. Fayer.


  “Oh!” Lily started. “How rude of me. Yes, he’s on his way inside.”


  She introduced both men—Clive first, of course. The vicar seemed more than a little bewildered to find himself face to face with a duke.


  “We need a second witness,” said Ware, scanning the public rooms.


  “Leave that to me.” Clive bowed shallowly to Lily before setting off toward the nearest clump of people. Ten minutes later, he returned with one Judge Hildebrand, who sat on the Berkshire county bench, and had brought his family to Brighton for a summer holiday.


  Lily exchanged a wide-eyed look with Ware. If anyone had the idea to question their witnesses, they wouldn’t get very far.


  The ceremony only took a few minutes. They said their words; at the appropriate moment, Ware produced a gold band with an irregular pearl at the center, shading in color from blush pink to spring green, surrounded by small cut diamonds.


  She clapped her hand over her mouth, making a small, shocked noise at the back of her throat.


  “How?” she blurted. “You didn’t have time!”


  Ware shook his head and slipped the ring over her finger, so the vicar could pronounce them man and wife. He kissed the tears from her cheeks before he pressed his lips to hers, soft and stinging with salt.


  After the vicar had gone, Ware wrapped his arm around her waist and tugged her close, pressing his lips to the part of her hair. “I don’t want to leave.”


  Lily leaned into him, just to feel how easily he took her weight. He could hold her up; she could count on him. The next few days would be frightening, but he would come through.


  “It was kind of you to drive such a long way,” she said to Clive.


  “Ware did me a favor by allowing me to come along,” said the duke. “It gives me real pleasure to thwart Hastings.”


  Lily laughed.


  “He’s never suffered such a significant—and public—defeat as has just been handed to him,” added Clive. “I’m not sure whether to be pleased or alarmed that it took one of his progeny to deliver the blow.”


  Lily grinned. “Alarmed.”


  “We shouldn’t linger,” said Ware. “That judge might tell tales… but he might not. We’ve more need for luck in this endeavor than I’d like.”


  Lily forced herself to stand straight. “You’ll have the Chancery watched?”


  “Don’t worry.” He swooped in for a quick, hard kiss. “When the time comes, I’ll find you.”


  And that was it. They left, almost as soon as they had come, and Lily spent an odd, aimless evening before she retired to bed alone. And to think she’d thought her first marriage had gotten off to a peculiar start.


  In the morning, when she went downstairs, a thin, pinched redheaded man waited for her in the lobby.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  Lily hesitated. What would she do if she hadn’t expected him? Brazen it out, or try to run? She glanced from the young man to the door, trying to calculate her odds of escape. It was so instinctive that, when she caught herself at it, her heart sank.


  She’d try to run. She always tried to run.


  Vasari Jones tiptoed closer as though she were a wild animal. He held his hands up, palms out, either to signal innocent intent or to catch her if she tried to dash past. “No need to fear the messenger, Lady Lily.”


  Lily waved the young man into a small sitting room where comfortable chairs had been arranged around a nearly empty bookcase, and large windows offered a view of the shore.


  “Deliver your message.”


  “His Grace would like to speak to you. He’d like the opportunity to convince you to remain in the country.”


  “I haven’t forgotten the last message you delivered,” said Lily. “Why should I believe he’s changed his tune?”


  “He wishes you no harm, Lady Lily. Only to see you happy and safe, enjoying the comfort of your station and the respect of your peers. As proof of his goodwill, he promises to reinstate your legal identity upon your arrival in London. Come with me now, and all the monies due to you on your majority will be transferred within a month.”


  “Immediately upon arrival?”


  The young man nodded.


  Lily looked out the windows, stalling for time. Harmless little waves rolled in, only sporadically crested with foam. She’d expected exactly this offer—so why did she feel uneasy? She huffed. She’d had days to settle on her plan. Now was not the time to second-guess herself. And besides, she was married. What could he really do?


  “Let me gather my things.” She returned a few minutes later with her battered valise. The driver loaded it onto the roof of her father’s carriage, the family crest of crossed sheaves of wheat emblazoned in gold on the door. Jones helped her inside, but didn’t follow her into the compartment. “Aren’t you coming?”


  “No.” Jones cleared his throat. “As it happens, my term of employment with the duke has come to an end. This was my final task in his service.”


  “Have you found a new position?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Then I wish you good fortune, Mr. Jones.”


  He nodded and stepped back. The carriage rocked as the driver urged the horses to a trot, and Lily relaxed into the cushions. They wove slowly through the streets of Brighton, avoiding the main thoroughfares. Watching the homes and shops roll by, Lily wondered at their circuitous route, and got her answer when the carriage rolled to a stop before a stately residence. A moment later, her father emerged from the front door.


  “You came all the way to Brighton?” Lily asked, once he’d taken a seat opposite her in the carriage.


  He sat primly, with his back ramrod straight and his knees together. “I wanted to be nearby, in case Mr. Jones failed to collect you.”


  “To force me to return with you, you mean.”


  “No. You have made your opinion of my methods clear.”


  “I’m surprised the message got through.”


  “You’ve repeated it enough,” he returned, with some asperity. He knocked at the ceiling with his cane, signaling the driver to move again, and then laid it across his knees. “This time, I will try something different. I will… ask.” He cleared his throat, as though the unfamiliar word had gotten stuck and threatened to choke him. “I need your help, Lily.”


  “Me?”


  “This situation with the treaty. Negotiations have dragged on for so long that those of us who have invested our time and effort now have a great deal to lose.”


  “Oh? Because it seems to me that everyone here is gambling with someone else’s coin. The Sultan’s, or Mehmet Ali’s. I can’t see that you’ve anything at stake, personally.”


  “Influence,” her father answered. “A whole lifetime’s worth. Believe me, Lily, the stakes could not be higher. Yet I’m to understand that you handed the pearl into Palmerston’s camp in exchange for—what? A diplomatic posting?”


  “News travels fast.”


  “You should know better than to make such an unequal trade, Lily. Palmerston had everything to lose—everything, he had marched straight to the edge—and you saved him in his hour of need in exchange for a single, piddling favor? One so cheap that he could have granted it a thousand times over and still counted himself lucky?”


  Lily shoved her feet against the opposite baseboard, bracing herself against the cold splash of her father’s contempt.


  “It was more than you offered,” she snapped.


  “True.” He rolled his palms back and forth on the cane in his lap. “But you must understand that it would have been easy for me to arrange. That is what I have worked for—that is why I have worked for so long—so I can walk into any office, at any time, with any request, and know that if it is possible, my will will be done.”


  “You sent men after me,” interrupted Lily. “You hunted me like a criminal.”


  “I did. You lied, kept secrets. Allied yourself with my political enemies. I was very angry.” He spoke flatly, his grip tightening on his cane. “And now anger is a luxury I can no longer afford.”


  Lily laughed. “No? Then you must have taken out a loan.”


  “I am in a… dangerous position.” He faced her, his skin gray and crinkled like paper that had been kept in a pocket too long, folded and refolded, until was soft and ready to dissolve. He had never looked so old, or so tired. “Palmerston risked total ruin; now he triumphs. Everything he won has been at my expense.”


  “Good.”


  “You want to our family name dragged through the mud, our influence gone? Have you thought about how that would affect Adam? His wife, who always teeters on the brink of ostracism? Your cousin Daphne, who has yet to marry?”


  Lily didn’t answer.


  “No? Then let us settle this privately. I need that pearl. What would you have of me? Give me your terms. If it is in my power, I will oblige.”


  “Papa…” This was not what she had expected. Not at all. It had horrified her to see her father fall when she kicked him. It was almost worse to have him at her mercy. “I’m sorry. It’s too late.”


  “Too late?” he repeated.


  “I don’t have the pearl anymore. I gave it to Ware.”


  He shifted in his seat, his gold eyes flashing in a way that made the hairs on the back of her neck prickle. “That fiction. I never believed it. You could reclaim it at a moment’s notice.”


  Possibly.


  But that little flash of gold made her uneasy. She was clever enough. And she had outwitted her father a few times in her life. Never by underestimating him. And now, when—as he had himself explained—so very much was at stake for him? He would have plots within plots, and schemes hidden in between.


  She had made a plan. She had worked it through with Ware. She would not change it now, because her father played on her pity.


  “You sent Mr. Jones with an offer to give me my name back,” said Lily. “The only condition was that I return to London. Make good on your promise, and I will discuss the pearl.”


  “Discuss?”


  “How else am I to trust you?”


  His lips thinned. “Daughter. I could say the same.”


  They continued the journey in silence—until, sometime later, when the carriage left the highway. Lily sat up straighter, staring out the window as the macadam gave way to a pair of rutted dirt tracks, a strip of grass running down the middle.


  “Where are we going?” She reached for the door, a sudden desperate lunge, but her father snapped his cane at her fingers and she flinched back to avoid the blow. “This is not the road to London.”


  “No,” her father agreed.


  “What about your offer?” Lily tried not to shout, failed. “Ask for anything, you said.”


  “You didn’t accept.”


  “I see.” And she did. She saw how right she had been to cling to that kernel of suspicion. Right to wait until he stripped away the velvet glove, revealing the iron fist.


  Anger steadied her. She laced her hands together in her lap and sat with every muscle locked tight with tension. Soon the carriage slowed, and a break in the hedgerow offered a view of a small private house built of cream-colored stone.


  The shock of recognition nearly unhinged her. She contained the urge to cackle like a madwoman, but it was a near thing.


  Her father had brought her to the same estate where she’d thought to hide with Ware. Not far away, in the woods to the south, lay the lake where they’d swum. She remembered all the reasons why she’d considered it an ideal retreat: it was remote, private, spacious but not grand enough to serve as a local landmark, saw few visitors.


  “What are we doing here?”


  “Calm yourself,” her father snapped. “You’ll stay for a few days, a few weeks at most. I told you—I need the Orphan Pearl. I can’t leave it up to chance.”


  “What good will it do to keep me here?”


  “Ware has the pearl. He’ll exchange it for you.”


  “He won’t,” warned Lily.


  “We shall see,” drawled her father. “I believe I understand his priorities quite well.”


  After exiting the carriage, a stern-faced man marched her to a small room three stories up and locked her inside. It contained a mattress, a single blanket, and no bed frame. No chair, no table, no pen, no paper. No pictures on the wall.


  She huddled by the door, ear to the keyhole, eavesdropping as best she could. Her father toured the house, delivering a stream of warnings and instruction: she wasn’t to leave her room under any circumstances; she wasn’t to be given any tools, no matter how she begged or wheedled. Her meals should be served with a single spoon, no more, which she was not to keep in her room betweentimes.


  At the end of this terrifying tour, they stopped by her room. She just had time to scramble away from the door before it opened. The stern-faced man stood behind her father, a woman at his side. Both were around the same age, with the same coarse skin, strong bodies with a light cushion of fat. Brother and sister or man and wife; after a certain age, it could be hard to guess.


  “Once I have the pearl safely in hand, I’ll fetch you up to London,” said her father. “In the meanwhile, Mr. and Mrs. Cooper will look after you.”


  So. Man and wife, then. She wondered if they’d worked here long enough to remember her as a child. She wondered if the memory bothered them or if they relished the role reversal.


  “Never open the door alone,” said her father, apparently not yet finished with his instructions. “When one of you enters, the other must remain here, on the landing. Give her an opportunity, and she’ll be gone before you know it. Am I understood?”


  Both Coopers nodded.


  “Now, I’d like a few final words with my daughter.”


  The Coopers filed down the narrow stairs and her father faced her from his position at the door, as her jailor.


  “Papa,” Lily whispered. “Don’t do this. Please.”


  “Don’t whine. It’s beneath you.”


  “This is cruel.”


  “Greater comfort would have made it impossible to contain you.” He jingled the key to her room, hanging from a chain he’d looped around one finger, and smirked. “You are, as always, too clever for your own good.”


  “It’s a bit early to gloat, don’t you think?” Lily scooted backward until she hit the wall and stretched out her legs. “Perhaps you will seize the pearl, triumph over your political rivals, teach me a lesson, and all will be right with the world. But none of those things have yet come to pass.”


  Lily continued in a lower, more threatening tone. “And I’m going to make sure that none of them ever do.”


  He smiled faintly. “You’re welcome to try.”


  The door shut. The lock turned. Footsteps shuffled down three flights of stairs, punctuated by the tapping of her father’s cane. Lily ran to the window, but her room didn’t face the front drive. Though she never saw the carriage leave, the silence that settled over the house told her that he’d gone.


  The window looked out on a wide green lawn, the grass trimmed short in a narrow belt around the house but growing tall and wild beyond that. No trees nearby, so no sturdy branches to facilitate an escape. Peering down, all she saw was a long, long drop with nothing to break the fall.


  In any case, the window had a lock on it.


  Eventually, her legs grew weary. She sat down on her mattress and indulged in a bout of self-pity and despair, which lasted until the Coopers arrived with supper. They followed her father’s instructions to the letter. Mr. Cooper stood at the door while Mrs. Cooper entered with a tray. She set it down on the floor, a foot away from where Lily sat, and withdrew without a word.


  The door closed again. The bolt slid into place. On her tray rested a bowl of brown stew swimming with chunks of beef, a glass of water, and a spoon. Her stomach twisted; she hadn’t eaten since the night before.


  She wolfed down the stew. When she reached the bottom of the bowl, she raised it to her lips and tipped it up to get the last drops. It didn’t entirely assuage her hunger, but when the Coopers returned, she didn’t ask them for more. It was foolish to let pride get in the way of survival—but she’d rather sleep on an empty stomach than beg her keepers for a favor.


  Tonight, at least.


  She slept poorly and woke angry. For days, she nursed that anger. She paced in little circles. She plotted revenge without coming up with any ideas that had the slightest chance of success.


  Then the weather turned hot and Lily, trapped underneath the roof where all the thick warm air collected, lost the energy to rage. Instead, she stripped down to her petticoat and lay on her bed, sweating a damp imprint of her body into the mattress. The heat—along with enforced idleness—killed her appetite, and she began to pick at her meals, forcing down a bite or two and leaving the rest.


  Mrs. Cooper clucked as she collected the third untouched lunch tray in a row. After a whispered conversation at the door, Mr. Cooper crossed to the window and used a thin steel rod to unfasten the lock.


  Lily sat up on the mattress as he raised the sash. A gust of fresh air cut through the stale miasma that had settled over her room, and she almost cried out from relief. Once she was alone, she ran to the window and leaned the whole upper half of her body over the sill, taking such deep breaths she made herself dizzy.


  She patted her sweaty face dry with the hem of her skirt and slumped against the jamb. It was so much cooler outside. Breezes cut through the bright sun, made the tall grasses beyond the trimmed belt of lawn bend and sway. She got a good look at the exterior walls, now that she could crane her head out—they were every bit as smooth as she’d feared, with no cracks or protruding brickwork to cling to. The window would not be her way out.


  And then, raking her damp hair back away from her eyes, she happened to look up.


  At the roof.


  The roof.


  She clapped her palm over her mouth to stifle a laugh. Gracious, could it really be that easy? She ducked back into her room and bit on her blanket to contain the hysterical noises she couldn’t repress.


  She’d wait until dark… no. The Coopers might close the window and lock it again when they brought her supper. She couldn’t wait for the cover of night. Her chances of making it all the way to the road in broad daylight were slim, but she had to try.


  She put on her dress and tucked the skirts up around her waist, leaving herself naked to mid-thigh. A moment with her ear at the door told her that the Coopers had retreated to the ground floor. So. No last-minute excuse to give up on her ridiculous plan. She climbed out the window onto the slanted, slate-tiled roof. If she slipped, she’d slide right off and fall to her death.


  She climbed the steep slope on all fours like a crab. Inch by inch, all the way to the ridge where the roof peaked. Halfway across, and the easy part done. The ascent had taken her away from the perilous drop and kept her attention fixed safely upward on the sky. The descent, on the other hand… She would have to crawl closer and closer to that fatal drop. She would have to go over the edge.


  She shuddered. Stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid. Why hadn’t she realized what a terrible idea this was half an hour ago? It had been obvious enough.


  She scooted down the sloped roof, aiming for the corner where the dormer—the mirror of the one she’d climbed out of, only on the opposite side of the house—protruded from the slope of sun-warmed tile. She clamped her lips around a terrified whimper as she rolled onto her stomach and, wedged into the corner, began to push away from the roof.


  Her feet dangled—dangled—splayed out awkwardly until she’d pushed herself halfway and she could bend her legs and feel for the ledge. Her stomach squeezed its contents up her throat inch by inch, until her toes made contact with solid stone. She breathed a sigh of relief, twisting her leg to align it with the sill before slowly transferring her weight. She lowered herself limb by limb, until she crouched beneath the gable.


  The sash lifted when she tugged it. And then she was inside, in a mirror of her prison—only this room had never been locked. She tiptoed to the door, listened for a moment, then slowly eased it open.


  No voices, no movement, so she advanced to the stairs.


  A rattling in the kitchen told her where to find Mrs. Cooper, but even after sitting still for several minutes she didn’t hear anything she use to locate Mr. Cooper. What if he’d gone outside? He could be standing right by the door with a watering can, perfectly positioned to catch her on her way out.


  She’d look again when she reached the ground floor. The stairs were daunting enough: She took them on all fours, just like the roof, never lowering enough weight on a single step to make it creak. She could only imagine how ridiculous she looked, but she reached the bottom without being caught.


  She began to tremble as she crept to the front door. To come so far and be caught at the last moment… She turned the knob with numb, clumsy fingers. If her caretakers were up to snuff, they would be attuned to the sound the front door made when it opened. It would wake them from a sound sleep as effectively as any military drummer, and call them from any corner of the house. From this point on, luck and her two good legs would have to see her through.


  She heaved the door open. She fisted her skirts. And she ran for the road, sprinting with desperate energy. Her breath whistled in her ears, and she expected at every moment to hear a shout behind her.


  She’d be chased. Mr. Cooper would wheel round from the back of the house on a horse, and he would run her down. Even if he only managed to follow behind on a wagon, how far could she really get on her own? Did she really think she’d be able to walk all the way to London without any money, without being caught?


  But she had to, so she would find a way.


  And then the voice she’d been afraid of, the one that saw and named her, came. But from the wrong direction—from in front of her.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  “Lily!”


  She stumbled and fell to her knees, skinning her palms. She’d failed. She hadn’t even made it to the road.


  “Over here!” cried the voice, and this time she placed it: Ware. She spied him beyond the hedgerow at the same moment as she heard Mrs. Cooper shouting at the front door to the house—but her fear had shriveled away to nothing. Ware had found her, and she was safe.


  Ware ducked out of sight behind the hedge and she lunged to her feet. She ran, stronger and more sure of herself, even as the clamor behind her grew. She reached the edge of the property, skidded to a halt in the middle of the road, and saw Ware settling himself on the back of a fine gray mare.


  He held out his hand. “Climb up.”


  She grabbed hold, braced her foot against his and swung up behind him.


  “Go,” she urged, wrapping her arms around his waist. “Go, go, go!”


  He urged the horse into a canter and didn’t stop until they were miles away, veering off the road to dismount by a public well on the outskirts of a small village, well off the highway.


  “Hold these?” Ware handed her the reins and headed for the well, taking hold of the wheel and lowering the bucket into the cistern. “We’ll water her and let her graze for a few minutes. If you want to press on for London, we could be there tonight.”


  Lily waved these questions away. “Did you give my father the pearl?”


  Ware snorted. “Of course not.”


  “Then how did you find me?”


  “Clive had someone sifting through your father’s mail, and your caretakers sent Hastings daily reports.”


  Lily began to laugh.


  “I saw you on the roof,” he said.


  “Oh, mercy,” Lily gasped. “I was so frightened.”


  “So was I,” he admitted, a trace of the breathless terror that had possessed her during the climb shining in his eyes. “I was waiting by the road—I’d planned to sneak in during the night—when I saw you climb out the from the dormer. I thought about calling for you to wait—”


  “I would have fallen,” she said.


  “But you didn’t.” He cranked the wheel to raise the full bucket of water to the lip of the well, unhooked it from the rope, and set it down in front of the horse. While the mare lowered her head to drink, Ware cupped Lily’s cheeks with cold, wet hands and pressed a kiss to her lips. “That was amazing. Terrifying, but amazing.”


  She sagged against him. “I’ve never been so glad to see anyone in my life.”


  “I told you I would find you.”


  “I should have believed you.” She rubbed the spot just over her left breast. Her heart hurt. Too many feelings. The horse, tethered by the reins in her other hand, nickered. “I should have waited.”


  “It’s over.” He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her tight against him, warm and solid. “In a few hours we’ll be home.”


  Lily winced at her dirty, wrinkled gown. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea for us to ride through London like this, doubled up on the same horse, with my legs exposed to the knee.”


  “A fair point.” Ware cupped her jaw, brushed his thumb along her cheek. “Why don’t we rest first? No need to rush.”


  §


  They took a room at a coaching inn, signing the register with false names but, honestly, as man and wife. Once inside, Lily collapsed on the bed. She was too exhausted for words, couldn’t even be bothered to ask Ware where he was going when he left.


  He returned eventually — some time had passed, enough for Lily to drift into a light slumber. The creak of the door nudged her toward consciousness, and Lily cracked one eye open wide enough to watch a pair of maids follow Ware into the room bearing a large hip-bath, and after them a third girl with two wooden pails. She poured boiling water into the tub and all three women left.


  Ware lifted Lily to her feet. She let him carry almost all her weight, then stood still while he stripped her like a doll. When he bent to pick her up, she dodged and lowered herself into the hot water. She took up the soap, more than eager to be clean, but once it was in her hand all she had the energy to do was stare at it.


  Ware knelt at her side and slipped the bar of soap from between her limp fingers. He dipped it in the water, then lifted one of her arms and massaged the lather into her skin. He covered her arm from shoulder to fingertip in slippery, rose-scented foam before splashing it clean.


  “I ordered supper,” he said. “Unless you think you’ll be too tired to eat.”


  Lily yawned. “I don’t know what happened. I was wide awake and then…”


  “Too much excitement.” Ware moved to the opposite side of the tub, picked up her other arm. Lily watched his hands work over her skin. He didn’t rush, didn’t miss an inch.


  Ware shifted to her feet, cupped her heel in one hand and soaped up her instep, her sole, took hold of each toe individually and smoothed the soap between them.


  “No such thing,” said Lily with lazy good humor. “Though I might have agreed if you’d asked me while I was still on the roof, thinking I was about to die.”


  His grip tightened on her foot, a sudden quick spasm followed by a slow, deliberate release. “It was dangerous,” he agreed, flexing his fingers before moving on to her calf and shin.


  “He had me in a bare room.” Lily shivered as his slick fingers stroked the back of her knee. “No books, no pictures, no furniture. Nothing to do for days on end.”


  Ware’s expression hardened, but he focused his attention on washing her, lathering and rinsing her thighs before circling round to her back.


  “He told me I was too clever for my own good,” she added. “Like that could justify keeping me in a stuffy bare prison.”


  “Christ,” Ware whispered, palms heavy on her shoulders. “Never again, Lily. I promise.”


  “The worst part is that I almost agreed to give him al-Yatima,” Lily continued, while he rubbed slow circles down her spine. “I really believed, for a minute, that I’d been wrong all along. That he would help me set things to rights.”


  Ware splashed water over her back, rinsing the soap away, and circled around again. Lily knelt, so he could reach, and let him stroke his slick hands over her breasts, down to her belly.


  “Wrong?” A little wrinkle appeared between Ware’s brows. He touched his index finger to her nipple to catch a drop of water before it fell, frowned and shook it away. “About what?”


  “He said you should have asked for more from Palmerston. That you made a bad trade.”


  Ware snorted. “I’m sure I did. You could drive yourself mad trying to get the better of men like Palmerston—or Clive, for that matter. Better to settle for getting what you want, and then get out of their way.”


  A knock sounded at the door.


  “That will be our food.”


  He finished washing her front, his movements efficient, almost impersonal. When she was clean, he helped her to her feet, reached for the towel and dried her.


  Lily looked around, wondering where Ware had dropped her shift and if she could wash it in the tub before putting it on again. Before she spotted it Ware handed her a new one. It was a little big, but clean and freshly pressed. “Where did this come from?”


  “I asked the innkeeper if he could find something clean for you to wear.”


  As soon as she’d pulled it over her head, he handed her a plain silk wrapper.


  “A robe, too?”


  “It’s a miracle, I know.”


  Ware pointed her toward the table, a round, sturdy thing positioned near the window. Lily buttoned the wrapper while Ware detoured to fetch the tray waiting outside the door, loaded down with soup and hot tea. He placed a bowl in front of her, a thick slice of white bread, poured out the tea and added sugar before repeating the process for himself.


  It was a thick curried cauliflower soup and managed to combine a soothing mildness with rich spices. She took a sip of tea, hot and black, then ripped the crust off her bread and dipped it in the soup. Completely inappropriate behavior here, but it had been a habit in Acara, and comforted her now.


  They ate in silence, for the most part. Every mouthful seemed to make her drowsier. “It’s been a long day,” she said, eyeing the bed as she finished.


  “You need to sleep,” said Ware, from the other side of the table.


  She crawled between the sheets and watched idly as Ware stripped. His clothes were rumpled, dirtier than a single day of hard travel could account for. She hadn’t asked what had happened before he arrived at her father’s estate, had she? Not a single question about how long he’d been awake, or how he’d felt.


  “Shh.” Ware pressed two kisses against her eyelids. “Close your eyes.”


  Lily thought about getting up, returning the services he’d offered her. She shifted a few inches over on the mattress before giving up. Another day. She heard the curtains clatter shut, the swish and trickle of water in the tub. She drifted, her senses alert but her sense of time dulled, her limbs heavy.


  The water noises stopped eventually. Other noises followed, though she couldn’t place them exactly. Ware moving about the room. The bed bent with his weight, and the next thing she knew his hand was on her calf, drawing the wrapper and shift up to her waist, nudging her legs apart.


  She wasn’t displeased, just tired. Too tired to play her part. That was fine; she’d been married long enough to know that needs couldn’t always be the same.


  His mouth clamped on her sex. Hot, wet… patient. He licked and stroked as though he had all the time in the world. The pleasure concentrated, began to climb, a sweet lullaby that carried her into the clouds.


  When she was young, on her family’s estate in Sussex, she’d once seen a hot air balloon. She felt like she was riding in that balloon now, a bubble of color rising slowly, easily into the sky. Up and up and up to dizzying heights where she floated, swam, jellyfish-light and free.


  The orgasm crested and broke, wiping her mind blank as a white sheet of paper. With her last shreds of awareness, Lily felt the warmth of Ware’s body as he lay down next to her, his breath ruffling her hair as he said, “Sleep now.”


  She slept well into the next day, waking around noon. London beckoned, and all the problems she knew would only become more urgent from being neglected. Adam had to be frantic, Alfie miserable. The clock would be ticking down for Mehmet Ali, and her father must be working desperately to engineer a last-minute coup.


  “Worry about it tomorrow,” said Ware, who’d somehow obtained a basket filled to the brim with tiny, extravagantly red strawberries. He parceled them out—one for her, one for him—while she lolled naked on the bed. “The world will keep spinning without us, Lily. At least for a day.”


  So instead of worrying, they made love. Afterward, limbs still tangled, they lay side by side and chatted idly about inconsequential things. If Ware wanted to close the door on the rest of the world for a day, she would turn the lock and hide the key.


  They fell asleep again around midnight, and woke with the dawn. After a light breakfast, they took seats on an early coach headed into the city. They made good time and reached Ware’s home not much after noon. One of the new townhouses in Belgrave Square, huge and showy.


  The vestibule was frightful, cluttered with gold statuettes and porcelain vases, an unlit tiered crystal chandelier hanging overhead. Lily peeked into the adjacent rooms, but they were worse—brocade curtains with tassels, velvet-upholstered chairs, layers of intricately patterned carpets—more tassels—and a riot of terrible, mud-brown paintings in elaborate gold frames on the walls.


  Lily didn’t know what to say.


  “Change it all,” offered Ware. “I don’t care.”


  “You… don’t?”


  “My father picked it out.”


  “Like the carriage,” she said, troubled in a way she hadn’t been by the carriage. “Though—you’ve been living in the country, haven’t you?”


  “The old Harewood pile,” agreed Ware. “It looks much the same.”


  A diffident cough interrupted them, and they paused their conversation to attend to the butler. He had a message—several messages, in fact, though they all repeated the same information with varying levels of urgency: the Duke of Hastings had suffered an apoplexy, and was not expected to live.


  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  She arrived at Hastings House in the same travel-worn gown that she’d been putting on, with increasing reluctance, every day since she’d left Brighton. She tidied her hair as best she could during the carriage ride over, but her hands shook so badly that she did more harm than good. So she crossed the threshold looking much like the vagabond she’d been when she arrived in London months earlier, afraid that she’d be barred entry and knowing, all the while, that she’d come home.


  Caro met her in the vestibule but didn’t follow her upstairs. Adam sat with her father, perched on the bed, back bowed. Her father lay still, chest rising and falling with each shallow breath, sheets tucked crisply around his waist.


  “He’s alive?” She hurried to her brother’s side. “What happened?”


  “He breathes,” said Adam, which was not quite the “yes” she had hoped to hear.


  “Oh, Papa.” Lily wrapped an arm around her brother’s shoulder, more for her own comfort than his.


  Their father looked so different. It had only been a few days, hadn’t it? But now his flesh seemed to sag away from the bones beneath, but for the red blotches on his cheeks he seemed bloodless, made of wax.


  She stroked her father’s arm. “Wake up, Papa. You’ve so much to do.”


  “He thought you were dead,” said Adam. “Or that you’d run away again, I’m not sure which.”


  “Me?”


  “Someone delivered news—about you—and it gave him a shock. Brought on the attack. Where have you been, Lily? I sent word to everyone I could think of yesterday, hoping you’d have a chance to see him, before…”


  “I was hiding.” Lily considered explaining the past weeks to Adam, the machinations with the Orphan Pearl, marrying Ware and hoping she could trick her father into giving her name back, but she couldn’t summon the energy. It didn’t matter. “And then—hiding again, I suppose.”


  Adam disentangled her arm from his shoulders, pushing her away. Unimpressed, no doubt. “Why don’t you—there’s plenty of room on the other side of the bed.”


  Lily cringed, but she went meekly enough. Half sat on the bed, shifting so she could hold her father’s hand. She traced the veins threading up to his knuckles, bulging and blue, while the pressure at the back of her eyes built.


  “You could have told us,” said Adam. “Maybe you don’t want to remain in England. I don’t understand, and it seems I can’t stop you. But you ought to have sent word.”


  “Sent word? About what?”


  “I have no right to blame you,” Adam continued. “I’ve certainly never hesitated to antagonize him. It never occurred to me that… but he was frightened, Lily. What do you think it’s like for us, when you disappear?”


  “Adam—” Her throat clogged, and she was glad. She had been angry at her father, and someday in the future, when he wasn’t at death’s doorstep, she would let herself feel it again. But not now. A tear worked its way down her cheek, and she went back to stroking her father’s hand.


  “It doesn’t matter,” she said to her unresponsive father. “Just come back to us.”


  “Hastings kidnapped her,” said Ware, from the door. “Locked her in a room and left her there for more than a week. She escaped two days ago—is that when Hastings got his message?”


  “Lily? Is this true?” Adam asked.


  “It was that estate with the lake, do you remember? Not far from Brighton. The caretakers looked after me. Fed me, in any case.”


  Adam bowed his head as he listened, hiding his expression. After a long pause, he said, “Excuse me,” and slipped out of the room.


  “It’s not your fault,” said Ware.


  Lily didn’t look up. “If we’d come right back…”


  “Come directly here, you mean? Even if we had the foreknowledge, we wouldn’t have outpaced the courier who brought news of your escape.”


  “The last words I said to him were… very angry.” She wished she could take them back. And while she was wishing for things she couldn’t have, she might as well go farther. She wished she could return to the very beginning, to the day she first arrived in England, and give him the pearl right then. She had set herself against her own father, she had beaten him to a draw, and all she had to show for it was the taste of ashes in her mouth. “I worried about what would happen if I gave the pearl up. I never asked myself what could go wrong if I kept it. He’s always seemed so strong. Ware, he’s skin and bones. No flesh at all. That didn’t happen overnight.”


  Ware sighed. “Is there anything I can do?”


  “Sit with me?” Lily asked, grateful when he perched beside her and nestled her hips against his.


  Adam returned a little later. “I’m sorry. I should have realized that there would be more to the story. I should have known who to blame, and I shouldn’t have accused you.”


  Lily shook the apology away. “Not now.”


  Adam resumed his place at their father’s side and they kept vigil late into the night. Servants came to tend to their father, coaxing broth into his mouth—he did seem to swallow some of it, though it was hard to tell—and changing his linens. While they worked, Lily and Adam retreated to eat. Ware came and went, and so did Caro, but it was Adam and Lily who slept on opposite sides of the wide couch, who woke gritty-eyed and cramped when the doctor arrived in the morning, and nodded politely when the prognosis had not changed.


  “I’m not entirely sure why I’m here,” said Adam, later that day. “I’ve spent the past two years avoiding him.”


  Lily kept vigil at her father’s side, holding his hand. “I missed him while I was gone.”


  “Truly?”


  Lily nodded. “Being away, it was easy to remember the good times and not the bad. I’d think back on how he’d quiz us every night about our lessons. Read our essays, and make us rewrite them if he didn’t think they were good enough. I never doubted that he cared.”


  “Would have been easier if he’d cared less.”


  “He’d explain anything,” Lily said. “No matter what we asked, even when we were little. If we had a question, he answered like we were adults who could understand.”


  “I remember that. For a long time, I didn’t realize how unusual it was.”


  “He took us out of the nursery as soon as we could sit in a chair without falling over,” said Lily. “Sat us at his table, even when he had guests.”


  “And encouraged us to participate in all the talk,” agreed Adam. “Now that I look back on it…”


  “We must have been babbling at generals and ministers when we were toddlers,” finished Lily. “Can you imagine?”


  “I’m not sure I’d be brave enough to do the same.” Adam sighed. “I’ve always wished I could be fearless the way he is.”


  “Me, too.”


  “You’re right,” said Adam. “There were good times.”


  She knew that her relationship with her father had deteriorated beyond all repair. She knew that if he woke, if he returned to himself in any significant way, they would soon find themselves at odds. She couldn’t change that. But he had been father enough to deserve this—a witness, a hand to hold onto, a sickroom cleansed of bitterness and resentment.


  He died at sunset.


  Lily didn’t let go of his hand until it was cold. And she didn’t stop weeping until long after that.


  §


  John was not sorry the old man had died. It surprised him that Hastings’s children took his death so hard; what, exactly, were they mourning? They ought to have celebrated.


  But he knew better than to say so.


  So he sat by Lily while she stared vaguely into the distance. He held her at night when she cried. And all the while, he bit his tongue against a string of protest. Your father did not deserve this, he wanted to say. He was an evil, selfish, manipulative old bastard and it would make more sense to see you spit on his grave than it does to see you cry over it. She would not thank him for his honesty, nor for reminding her of all the things she’d said about her father while the man was still alive. Quite the opposite, he suspected.


  So he offered what comfort he could—silence and patience would have to do—and tried to make himself useful elsewhere. He arranged to have Lily’s things sent from Hastings House to his own. This required explaining that they’d married to Adam, who pulled him into a quiet corridor and snarled, “Keep her safe. Keep her happy. Or you won’t keep her at all.” He stomped away before John could reply.


  Arrangements for the funeral got out of hand quickly. Hastings had been a public figure, and while he had not been well-liked he had been very well-known, feared and respected by turns. As a decorated officer, he was due full military honors. The Prince-Consort planned to attend.


  The ceremony took place in Westminster. John had never found himself in the company of so many men of rank at once; he suspected it must be a rare occurrence even for the more illustrious guests. A few months earlier, he’d have been impressed. At the moment, he’d run short on one of the ingredients necessary to produce awe.


  He did find Clive in the crowd, and managed to pull him aside as the guests filed out of the hall.


  “Thank you for your help in Brighton,” said John, angling the brim of his hat to keep the sun out of his eyes. Early September, one of the last fair days before the season turned. “You didn’t have to offer, but it made a difference. I owe you a favor.”


  “Unfortunately, I’m going to waste it,” replied Clive. “Come see me tomorrow, would you? We’ll pay a visit to Downing Street together.”


  John left Adam to circulate among the guests. Lily had not attended—women mixed with the crowd that had gathered outside Westminster to gawk at the cortège as it passed, but everyone at the ceremony had been male—and as he had no fond memories of Hastings, he took his leave.


  He found Lily sitting at her father’s desk, surrounded by stacks of paper, looking awful. Her fine eyes puffed and ringed with dark circles, the tip of her nose raw and red, with a certain muscular slackness common to people who have turned inward in their unhappiness.


  “Everything went smoothly,” he reported, crossing to the window and perching on the sill. “I’ll let your brother describe the rest.”


  “That’s good. I was worried.” Lily shoved away the page she’d been in the middle of reading and stretched, digging the heels of her palms into the small of her back. She wore a light morning gown, uncorseted, and the twisting showed her figure to best advantage. Any other time, and he’d have interpreted it as an invitation. At the moment? Unlikely.


  “And you?” John asked. “How was your morning?”


  She gestured to the desk. “It will be a while before Adam and I sort it all out. I wonder that my father found hours enough in the day to concoct so many schemes and projects. I’m starting to feel like I hardly knew him.”


  “Because you’re seeing a different side of him?”


  “Not exactly.” She furrowed her brows. “Were you close with your father? You never speak of him.”


  Not his favorite subject, but it was the first thing she’d said in a week that hinted at any awareness of the world beyond Hastings House. If it would distract her, he could give an honest answer. “A more complicated question than you might imagine. Yes and no.”


  “Oh?” She slouched into her chair, fingers tapping out a rhythm on the armrest. “Your father was a man of industry, yes?”


  “He built an empire from nothing but sheer determination—though the war made it possible. He manufactured war materiel. One of the few people who was sorry when the fighting stopped.”


  “And that bothers you? You think that his fortune is tainted by its origin?”


  “No. We were at war, our armies needed cannons and balls, and he certainly never supplied the enemy.” John paused. “I wish that his conscience had troubled him at least a little. And the lengths that he would go to, in order to succeed—it’s ironic, in retrospect, that that should have driven us apart.”


  “What lengths? You mean he was a taskmaster?”


  “He was that, yes. He was driven, pragmatic, eminently capable. He expected the same from everyone in his orbit.” Ordinarily, the story would end here. Difficult fathers with high expectations were not unusual, and his experience had been a variation on the theme. Most listeners were happy to fill in the rest, and they’d get enough right that he didn’t feel like a liar. “When I was a young man, I learned something… surprising. Received an answer to a question that I had never thought to ask.”


  “How mysterious.” Her voice twisted around the words, making them into a tease. “What was the question?”


  “I knew how my father had built on his successes. I’d seen it. But he started with nothing. How had he obtained his first contract with the government? Who had he impressed, what favors had he traded?”


  Lily motioned for him to continue.


  “Perhaps I’d dodged the question because I knew the answer would be ugly. I’m not naive. But the truth still came as a shock. My father convinced my mother to seduce the man in charge of purchasing supplies and armaments.”


  “And she agreed?”


  “I believe so.” His mother had been a perfect partner to his father—unsentimental, plainspoken, dedicated to his success. “It took me some time to piece together the story. I began to suspect the truth not long after I met the man who’d entered into the affair with her—that would be my natural father.”


  “No!”


  “He introduced himself as a friend of the family, and invited me to join him on that expedition to the Alps that brought me such fame. He was with me the whole time; Gavind, the man who broke his leg, was a friend of his. We carried him together. But he—my natural father—slipped away at the last to keep his name out of the papers.”


  Lily’s eyes were round as saucers now. “He was with you in the Alps! At your side, helping his fallen comrade?”


  The experience had made John incredibly sympathetic to Wilsey. First he’d been friendly, reaching out on his own initiative. Then heroic and strong, helping his injured friend. And, last but not least, generous enough to leave John all the glory. A fine testament to his character, all round.


  “I kept his secret, at least until I saw my parents next. I asked why they’d never introduced me to him—I couldn’t understand why they hadn’t cultivated a relationship with such an exceptional fellow.” John snorted. “My parents told me he was no friend of theirs, and warned me to keep my distance.”


  “I presume you were at an age where you were inclined to do precisely the opposite?” Lily asked.


  “Naturally. Their prohibition only whetted my desire to know him better.” Wilsey had never, until the moment he’d called Amelia John’s sister, acknowledged the truth in words. He’d left a trail of clues for John to follow. He’d wanted John to know. But he had also, by refusing to speak of it, drawn a boundary around their relationship. John had always known that if he crossed it—if he tried to force Wilsey to claim him, even in private—he would lose the man’s affection entirely.


  “It took me some time to piece together the story. When I thought I understood what had happened, I confronted my mother. I accused her of deceiving my father, and she told me I ought to know better.” John waited for Lily to piece it together before he explained, “They had decided together. She went to Wilsey with my father’s approval, to win the contracts he wanted.”


  Lily clapped a hand over her mouth.


  “My father—I mean the man I’ve always called father, the one who gave me his name—never treated me as anything but a son.” John had often wondered if the man he’d called father were capable of siring children. As far as he knew, his mother had only been pregnant the once. “I never felt unwelcome or resented. But once I knew the truth, I rejected him. I was appalled.”


  He’d seen Wilsey as a victim, and not a corrupt official abusing his power for fleeing physical pleasure. He’d held his parents responsible and let Wilsey off the hook.


  “And yet—you don’t seem happy?”


  “Until very recently, I was quite content with my behavior. My natural father sought me out, went out of his way to help me, to advance my career. He recommended me to the Foreign Office.” John paused, feeling the words shift in hue and meaning. He had been helped; he had been used. Lily had been right, the day he’d taken her to his schooner—help was so rarely free. He should have seen the truth earlier. “Though I’m starting to wonder if he saw me as a son or as a useful pawn. It was he who asked me to kill Kingston.”


  “And so—your sister? Oh, John. I’m so sorry. The poor girl.”


  John nodded. “But you know the whole story: he lied to convince me to do his bidding, he put my life in danger. I don’t think it was the first time he took advantage of my devotion.”


  Lily came to him. Stood stiffly for a moment, reaching out with little abortive caresses, then slipped her arms around his waist and pressed her whole body against his. “I can hardly imagine what you must be feeling.”


  She probably couldn’t. She had no idea how her presence affected him. How the parts of his heart that would have hardened had gone soft, instead.


  He’d never felt more tender.


  “I’ve been thinking I ought to be too cynical to think the best of people, and too old to believe that things will turn out right in the end.” Warmth radiated from her body to his, pooled where they touched, settled in his bones.


  Lily was a survivor, and like all survivors she could be ruthless. He understood that. He respected it. But she would not justify killing in her own defense and had cried over a father who didn’t deserve it—and maybe that was why he held on so tight. Maybe that was why he believed in her.


  “But maybe that’s the only way forward. The only way to avoid…” He trailed off, his thoughts slipping away before he could fix them into words.


  Lily rubbed her cheek against his shoulder. “The only way to avoid what?”


  “I don’t know.” He kissed her hair. She’d washed it recently, probably here at Hastings House, because it smelled expensive. She hadn’t spent enough time at his Belgravia house to stock it with bespoke toiletries. “To avoid becoming part of the problem.”


  “Perhaps the trick is to find people who are better than you think,” said Lily, a little muffled. “And who work hard to make things turn out right in the end.”


  “Like you?” he asked.


  “No,” she said. “Like you.”


  He swallowed through a suddenly tight throat. He hadn’t expected that; didn’t think he deserved it. But he didn’t contradict her, either. Why not believe? Hadn’t he just said that might be the only way forward? For her, and for him, too.


  Chapter Thirty


  John was still mulling over their conversation the next day, when he went to visit the Duke of Clive. He’d believed every word as he spoke it, but over the long run? That kind of idealism wouldn’t stand up to rough treatment.


  Clive’s warm welcome—the man seemed positively friendly, offering tea and chatting idly about his wife’s work—made John wonder if he’d been optimistic. Forget about rough treatment; a few hours of Clive’s gentle handling might be enough to do him in.


  “You know by now that you were right about the July treaty. Mehmet Ali did not accept the terms in the time allotted to him,” said Clive. “He waited it out.”


  “And France has been in an uproar,” said John. “Shocked, apparently, that we acted without their input.”


  “Oh, indeed. Shocked.” Clive rolled his eyes just a little. “And they might have continued in that vein indefinitely, but Hastings’s death changes things for them. They’d been counting on him to retrieve the Orphan Pearl.”


  “And now they know it will never happen,” finished John. “So. Now what?”


  “They’ve abandoned Mehmet Ali, of course. Withdrawn all hope of military support, while we’ve moved our forces into place on the Syrian coast.”


  “And Mehmet Ali?”


  “Sued for peace immediately,” Clive answered.


  “Excellent,” said John, then remembered that he’d been invited to return a favor. “Something’s gone wrong, I take it.”


  “Mehmet Ali is asking for the terms outlined in the treaty.” Clive paused. “The expired terms.”


  “Palmerston?” John guessed.


  “He wants to refuse,” said Clive.


  John swore. “He what?”


  “I’ll explain on the way.” Clive detoured to the door to call for his carriage and collect his outdoor things. “That treaty was designed to tempt France, but France is out. Hastings is out. No need to appease them anymore. And Palmerston wants to press his advantage.”


  “Hastings may be dead, but he wasn’t alone in his views,” protested John. “What’s Holland doing?”


  “He’s angry. Believes Palmerston is living in a fool’s paradise, wants to reach out to France… but he’s in no position to do anything about it. Russell’s taken up the fight.”


  Lord Russell. Colonial and War Secretary.


  “Good,” said John. “Someone with the authority to push back against Palmerston.”


  “Palmerston says we’re not at war, so the decision doesn’t fall to Russell.” Clive grimaced, waving John out the door. “Palmerston says that the Sultan is our ally, Mehmet Ali his subject, and we can’t go to war with an ally.”


  John had no reply to that. He followed Clive into the waiting carriage, rubbing his temple as a footman closed the door and the vehicle heaved forward.


  “And I’m supposed to change his mind?” he said finally.


  “You have the pearl,” said Clive. “And now you’ve married Hastings’s daughter. Form a bridge. Bring him over.”


  They arrived at Downing Street and were admitted to Lord Palmerston’s office without delay. Palmerston greeted John with surprising enthusiasm, clapping him on the shoulder and ushering him to a seat.


  “You’ve been on my mind, Ware,” said Palmerston, sitting down opposite. “We have something important to discuss.”


  “We do?”


  “The Orphan Pearl does not belong in the hands of a private citizen,” said Palmerston. “I’d like to arrange for the government to buy it. We can talk about where it would go—the British Museum, perhaps, though I hope you’d at least consider making a gift of it to the Sultan.”


  “We can talk,” said John, slowly. “But first I’d like to know why you’ve decided to reject Mehmet Ali’s offer of peace.”


  “If he wanted those terms, he should have accepted them before they were withdrawn,” said Palmerston. “He had his opportunity, and a timetable, all clearly spelled out. Over the long term, everyone benefits if we say what we mean and mean what we say.”


  “Over the long term, everyone benefits from peace and cooperation,” returned John. “If we have a solution that safeguards our alliances—all of them, with the Turks and the French—then we should take it.”


  “A pretty thought, but shortsighted,” said Palmerston. “Mehmet Ali balks like a wild animal clipped to a leash. He must know that he’s been beaten. If we soften the blow, he will not learn.”


  John tugged at his shirtsleeves. “If you want the pearl, I suggest you take Mehmet Ali’s offer.”


  Palmerston bristled. “It is not your place to dictate policy. Come, Ware. You think me harsh now, but given time you will see the wisdom of this course.”


  No doubt. By the time he’d clawed his way to the top, he probably wouldn’t know any other way. How to keep a strong man down, except by holding a foot on his neck?


  “You mean that, instead of pressing my point—and using every weapon at my disposal to carry it through—I should compromise?” John asked.


  Palmerston flinched.


  “You would have me do as you say, but not as you do,” John continued. “But I think I’ll follow your example, instead. I quit.”


  Palmerston spluttered. “What?”


  “You’ve bungled this from the beginning.” Ware stood. “Two years ago, you dismissed me because it was easier than confronting the situation while it was still manageable. And now that the problems have reached a crisis point, you’re pushing too hard. There’s a balance, and you haven’t found it—you haven’t even looked.”


  “I see.”


  John nodded. He didn’t look at Clive as he showed himself out, and was surprised to find that he’d been followed.


  He paused on the pavement. He wanted to rage. Clive had led him into an ambush. What’s more, Clive had feigned friendship to cloak his misdirection. If the memory of Wilsey’s betrayal weren’t so fresh, if Clive’s ploy hadn’t been so similar, John would have shrugged it off. But he couldn’t. He was furious.


  For all that, he had discipline enough to assess the situation. He owed Clive a favor. He did not owe him an honest accounting.


  “I’m afraid I only made things more difficult for you,” John said.


  Clive shrugged. “I didn’t know he had his eye on the pearl.”


  “Didn’t you?”


  “I would have told him that you’d never give it up.” Clive paused. “I would have told him you couldn’t, even if you wanted to.”


  John laughed. It was a measure of Clive’s skill that he managed to conciliate and interrogate in the same breath.


  “So I still owe you a favor?”


  “Never fear,” said Clive. “I’ll collect.”


  John nodded. “Palmerston is right about one thing. It’s hard to work toward a goal that you can’t support. Hard to put your own name on it.”


  “I’d hate to lose you entirely. There are ways to wield influence that don’t require an official position,” said Clive. “Bring your wife to supper. We’ll talk.”


  John held out his hand. Clive clasped it and they shook.


  “I wish it had turned out better,” said John.


  “As do I,” agreed Clive.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  Almost four months to the day after Lily arrived in England, her name was returned to her. Adam had been able to use his influence to hurry things along at the Chancery. It would be weeks yet before the title officially passed to him, but the shift was well underway.


  Sorting out her inheritance from the rest of the estate would take months, but the urgency was gone. The treaty had been signed, her father was dead. She could be patient.


  “And to think,” said Adam, across from her in a carriage stamped with the crossed wheat sheaves of the Hastings crest. He’d offered her a lift back to Belgravia. “If you’d waited a week, you wouldn’t have had to get married.”


  “You mean I might have missed my chance,” Lily corrected.


  “I mean that Ware took advantage.” He sat loosely, moving with the carriage rather than letting it bump and jounce him, in contrast to his controlled, level tone. “He put you in a precarious position, and then presented himself as your savior.”


  “That’s true,” Lily acknowledged. “But… where have I heard that story before? It sounds terribly familiar. Oh—wait!—don’t tell me. I’ve just remembered. It had something to do with how you came to marry Caro.”


  Adam glared.


  “I understand that she is quite coldhearted,” Lily added. “And that you are to be pitied.”


  She tried not to squirm, but it took effort. He must have heard so many snide comments and cruel asides in the year since he’d married, and swallowed every angry response. Even happy, changed, mildly rebellious Adam wasn’t the sort of man who revealed himself to strangers.


  He leaned forward, reaching across the carriage. She tensed when he folded his hands around both of hers.


  “Sister. If I ever found out that you had been forced into an unwanted marriage—”


  Lily huffed. “Adam—”


  “I would not be able to live with myself,” he interrupted, holding her gaze. “It would mean that I had failed you. Profoundly failed you.”


  Lily deflated.


  “Forgive me for being frightened,” he continued. “Forgive me for asking—I must, Lily, I must—if you need help… separating yourself from Ware.”


  “Adam, I am quite madly in love with him.”


  “You could still need…”


  Lily cocked an eyebrow.


  “Very well.” Adam squeezed her hands and pulled away, relaxing back into his seat. “Then I will try to be more welcoming.”


  The carriage paused outside of Ware’s home but Lily hesitated before descending.


  “It means a great deal to me, big brother, that after everything—after I have scorned your offers of aid so many times—that you remain… steadfast.” Steadfast was the right word, but the grandiose language embarrassed her. She compensated by retreating to a lighter tone. “You are a prince among men.”


  “Not quite.” He grinned. “But I might sit next to one at table. I’ll see you soon?”


  Lily nodded. “Tomorrow or the day after.”


  When she asked, the butler told her that she’d find Ware in the ballroom. She hadn’t spent much time at his Belgravia townhouse in the weeks since they’d married, but she’d done enough exploring to know she wouldn’t find a trace of Ware anywhere.


  Except, of course, in the bespoke trunks that sat open in the ballroom. Some were neatly packed, others half-full, a few mostly empty and surrounded by odds and ends, every item carefully—lovingly—considered.


  She did not think that Ware understood how much he revealed of himself with these trunks. He did, after all, have a home. He carried it with him.


  She found him at a small table in his shirtsleeves, the cuffs loose and rolled up to bare the corded muscles of his forearms, fiddling with a brass sextant.


  “You’ve been to see Clive?” she asked. “I hope you gave him my thanks.”


  “He’s invited us over,” replied Ware. “You’ll be able to tell him yourself.”


  “Is that so?” Lily tilted her head to the side. “I thought you hated him.”


  “I wouldn’t want to be on his bad side,” said Ware. “But he could have made our lives much more difficult. He tried to be decent.”


  “A ringing endorsement.” Lily hopped up to sit on the tabletop. “If we’re going to pay him a visit, it will have to be soon. We leave in a fortnight.”


  “Ah.” Ware looked down, shifting the arm of the sextant along the arc. It slid smoothly, the brass shiny and the hinges well-oiled. “There’s been a change in plans.”


  “Oh? Is that what he wanted to see you about?”


  “No.” He picked up a small mirror from a pile and clicked it into place on one side of the arc. Squinted, then removed it. The fiddling seemed like a bad sign to her; when he stopped, and still didn’t meet her eye, she knew that for a worse one. “I’ve quit my post at the Foreign Office.”


  “I’m sorry, did you say…” Lily blinked. “I thought you wanted that job very badly.”


  “I did,” he admitted. “But the process of getting it back reminded me of everything I hated about it. I can’t agree with Palmerston, and I can’t outwit him, and it has to be one or the other.”


  Lily reached out. From her position atop the table she could run her fingers through his cool, silky hair. She stroked him once, then again. “Don’t you think that you did some good? The treaty would have turned out differently if Palmerston hadn’t had you.”


  “Your father and Lord Holland would have won the day months ago,” Ware acknowledged. “Palmerston would have been forced to bow to France, and Russia would have rushed to take advantage. I didn’t want that. But I don’t want war, either, and that’s what we’re going to get.”


  “Still. In Buenos Aires, you’d have a sphere of influence all your own.”


  “Do you want me to go back to him, hat in hand?” He looked up finally, and she didn’t know what to make of his expression. Brave and resigned—martyrish. “I can ask for the position back. I don’t know if it will work, but if you have your heart set on it…”


  She raked her fingers through his hair again, not sure why her heart felt like it was breaking. “I want you to be happy.”


  “Then it’s settled.” He put down the sextant and pushed it away, firm and final. Stared out at the cluttered ballroom. “We’ll move all of this back to the attic,” he added. “Redecorate maybe. I have the impression you hate the furnishings as much as I do.”


  But that won’t make you happy. She knew it, but she didn’t say the words. He seemed balanced on a precipice, and she didn’t want to push him in any direction. She wasn’t sure where he would fall, or how far.


  “He wanted the pearl,” said Ware.


  “Palmerston?”


  He nodded.


  “Is that why you turned down the post in Buenos Aires? For me? You shouldn’t have.” Lily slid from the table and dropped straight to her knees. “I don’t care about the pearl. I’m starting to hate it, honestly. It’s not worth the trouble of keeping it. It was never worth it.”


  “Why not?”


  Lily shifted. She’d followed her own train of thought too far away from its point of origin to make sense of the question.


  “I ought to think of you when I make decisions. I ought to put your happiness ahead of mine, where I can. We’re married.”


  Lily dropped her forehead onto his knees. “It’s just a pearl.”


  Just a pearl. There was no such thing. Even the tiniest pearls had to be prized at the value of a brave man’s life, the diver who held his breath to the point of bursting as he combed the sea floor.


  Every pearl was beyond price. Every single one.


  “I didn’t leave because of the pearl,” he said. “I promise.”


  She nodded into his lap. That was good. But she still felt… unmoored. She’d met Ware because of his ambition. Ambition led him to pursue her, ambition had guided—and then justified—his treatment of her.


  Now he’d jettisoned the ambition, but she remained. With him. Washed up by the wave that had receded, on the shore of something new and unknown.


  “Forget about redecorating.” The ballroom faded, invisible beneath the vibrant panoramas projected before her mind’s eye. Sun and sea and wind that plastered her skirts against her legs. High thin mountain air and clear still lakes. Deep loamy jungle and exotic fruits. “We should try something new. Something neither of us has ever done before.”


  “I thought you wanted to stay. Settle down, build a life here—make a home.”


  “Is that the only choice we have? Abandon everyone or plant roots and stay for good?”


  She understood the temptation to see everything in absolutes. Her past looked like that, sometimes: each period isolated from the others, no transitions. The one constant ought to have been herself, but she had not remained the same for long. And so every tie snapped, down to the last thread.


  What if she’d lived her whole life in Hastings House, like her father? He’d been a child there. A young husband, a soldier, a widower and a father. Had he been aware of changing, as the years passed? Or had change crept up on him, so gradual as to be imperceptible?


  What did it really mean, to have a home? Was it an anchor, a mold, a bridge between the parts of a life that joined nowhere else? People made their homes; and the home, in turn, made them.


  Or could home be a person? A family, a man. Built of love and loyalty, and solid only for so long as the ties stayed strong.


  “Do you know the last place where I felt at home?” Lily asked.


  “Hastings House?”


  “Your schooner,” said Lily. “When I woke up in that cabin for the first time, I was exactly where I wanted to be. That was how I knew I had to fix everything else.”


  “We could travel,” said Ware. “But to what purpose?”


  “Anything. We can choose.” Lily hummed, warming to the idea. In her usual way, she had run headlong into a new life. She’d been thinking about escape, she hadn’t paid much attention to where she was headed, and now she’d arrived.


  But this time didn’t feel like the others. In a way, Ware had been with her from the beginning. First his books, which made her dream of adventure. Then the man, an adversary who became an ally, and then a husband. He had changed, just as she had. In his own way, without letting go.


  He could hold the parts of herself that she left behind. And she would do the same for him, as time refashioned him. They would be safe boxes for one another, mirrors and history books. Aside from her own body, he would be the best record of her life she could ever make.


  Her father’s death had been the end of an era. And all this drama with the pearl—it had to end, too. But she didn’t feel diminished. She felt stronger, happier, more whole than she’d ever been.


  “Well,” said Ware. “The trunks are mostly packed.”


  Chapter Thirty-Two


  They settled on Morocco—a country both had long wished to see, but neither had visited. They could envision a short trip, no more than a season, and a return to London and family. Once they began making plans, Clive added to them—he asked them to send observations, reports, anything of interest his way, and promised to put them in the right hands.


  Ware said that he might, or might not. Clive did not even try to argue him round.


  They raised anchor in October—around the same time that the British navy attacked Acre, pushing Mehmet Ali firmly back into Egypt—and sailed south, toward sunnier climes. The cabin made for tight quarters, but Lily enjoyed the intimacy enough to dismiss the irritations.


  She waited until they were off the coast of Spain to remove al-Yatima from the bottom corner of her trunk, tucked among her garters and chemises. She brought it up to the quarterdeck, where she allowed herself one last look.


  She would never again in her life make such an extraordinary discovery. Lightning did not strike twice in the same place. She would never read her name in a newspaper or a history book, never give a lecture.


  It would have been nice. She would have liked to brag a bit.


  “What are you doing?” Ware came up behind her. He was windblown, chapped, restless. “Why did you bring the Orphan Pearl? It’s not safe to travel with it.”


  “No,” Lily agreed. “It’s not.”


  Ware flicked his dark gaze between her face and the pearl she held in her cupped hands, measuring. “Don’t.”


  “We can’t keep it,” said Lily. “We can’t give it away, or sell it to the highest bidder. We’d be responsible for what happened. If we can foresee the consequences we have to own them.”


  “Things could change,” said Ware. “And one day—Lily, it would be a tragedy to lose it again.”


  “Lose it again?” Lily’s heart clenched tight. The Orphan Pearl was so beautiful. A fist-sized globe of melted stardust, born in the ocean deeps, shining in the noonday sun. A miracle, and those were in short supply in this world. “It was never found.”


  She threw the pearl into the sea. It glittered as it arced downward, so bright she had to blink away the dazzle and only heard the small plash of impact. It sank out of view quickly, not a ripple to mark where it had been.


  Gone. And, yes, it was painful. The days upon days she had spent searching for it. The months she’d carried it beneath her clothes, a secret treasure. She’d thought she could set it on a scale and use it to balance out the weight of every mistake she’d ever made—but she’d been wrong. It had only compounded them.


  She was done with scales and measures. Done living her life as a series of battles. She was increasingly convinced that there could be no victory without cruelty, no loss without humiliation.


  Love operated by different rules, and she liked them better. She looked to Ware’s happiness and found her own. And, if she’d read him right, he’d discovered the same—every day he had more energy, a keener interest in the world around him, a readier smile. Like a tree whose bare branches had begun to leaf.


  She leaned into Ware, obliging him to wrap an arm around her. “Just think,” she said. “By the time our children are old enough for us to tell the story, no one will believe it. They’ll accuse us of telling tales.”


  Ware laughed shortly. “These last few months don’t resemble any children’s tale that I’ve ever heard.”


  “As long as there’s a happy ending, everything else can be tailored to fit.” Lily grinned. A light breeze ruffled her hair, already stiff with salt. “The skies are blue, the ocean is calm, and the world is full of more perfect places than we’ll ever be able to see. What could be better?”


  “Nothing.” He snuggled her closer. “Absolutely nothing.”


  Afterword


  Thank you for reading The Orphan Pearl.


  Word of mouth is the best way for readers to find books they'll like and avoid books they won't, and reviews are a big part of that. If you take the time to write a review, I'd be grateful.


  The Orphan Pearl is a what-if story where I combined bits and pieces of real history as a frame for my romance. Everything I wrote about the titular Orphan Pearl, for example, is true… or at least represented in medieval, primary-source accounts as true. Like John is at first, I'm a skeptic. Too many of the original tales are second-hand or inconsistent. But the idea captivated me and inspired the book.


  Whether the pearl existed or not, it disappears from the historical record with the arrival of the Mongols.


  The political events that draw John back into the whirl of international affairs are also a matter of historical record—the London Conference of 1840. The French really did flip-flop about signing the treaty, and it's a bit of a mystery why. (My suggestion is a fantasy, of course.)


  If you'd like to learn more about me or my books, you can visit my website. That's where you'll find my blog (ramblings about what I'm reading, what I'm researching, what I'm up to), and my FAQ (what books are out, what books are in the pipeline, etc.). My newsletter is the best way to keep track of new releases; click here to sign up.


  If you want to drop me a line, you can email me at erin@erinsatie.com, chat with me on Twitter at @erinsatie, or message me on Facebook.


  The Orphan Pearl is the third book in the No Better Angels series. The fourth and last full-length novel in the series should release around the end of 2015. (Yes, it will be Alfie's book!)


  If you've been following the No Better Angels books from the beginning, I'm so glad to have you along for the ride. If this is your introduction to the series, the first two books feature characters you'll recognize from The Orphan Pearl. The Secret Heart is about Lily's brother Adam and his romance with Caro, the beautiful ballet dancer. The Lover's Knot is about the Duke of Clive and how he wins back his childhood sweetheart Sophie.


  Keep reading for an excerpt from The Secret Heart.


  The Secret Heart


  Chapter One


  Sussex, England

  Autumn, 1838


  Midnight struck as Caroline Small crept through the moonlit corridor. A chorus of bongs and chimes sent her ducking into the shadow of a tall clock. Her skull vibrated with the noise.


  Imagining the maintenance required to synchronize so many clocks made her shudder—did the Duke of Hastings employ a servant just to wind his clocks? All day, every day, in an endless circuit? But then, it stood to reason that the Duke would find a way to broadcast his importance even in the dark of night.


  Not that she’d ever met him. Hastings spent most of his time in London and rarely visited Irongate, the seat of his duchy. Caro’s invitation had come from the old Duke’s ward and niece, Daphne.


  Silence settled over the house again. Caro brushed the dust from her wrapper and resumed her slow progress. The ballroom, when she finally reached it, was bigger than the entirety of Caro’s London home. Decorative plasterwork framed tiers of arched windows, sculpted whorls and curlicues that shone dully in the moonlight. Gold leaf, probably, though she wouldn’t be sure until she saw them in the light. Overhead, thousands of crystal droplets dangled from three massive chandeliers. The whole room smelled soothingly of beeswax.


  Her foot slipped on the glossy floor as she advanced, allowing her to pinpoint the odor’s source: a fresh coat of polish, applied with a heavy hand.


  Too slick to dance on.


  She tiptoed up to one of the French doors set into the west-facing wall, positioned to squeeze every last drop of sunset into the room. She flipped the latch and advanced onto a wide terrace. Beyond lay a garden in the French style, all paved walkways and bushes pruned into rigid geometric shapes.


  All the windows on this side of the building were dark. Even the servants had cleared away. And a waist-high balustrade of white marble circled the terrace. It would serve her as a barre.


  Caro lit the lamp she’d carried down from her bedroom and dropped her wrapper. Beneath she wore her usual practice uniform, a bodice and knee-length skirt of white muslin with a black sash tied at the waist. Her bare arms prickled with gooseflesh, but she wouldn’t feel the cold in a few minutes.


  Her instructor, Giselle, always told her ballerinas pray with their legs. If so, An Elementary Treatise upon the Theory and Practice of the Art of Dancing was their Bible. Every obstacle is surmounted by perseverance and reiterated exercise, wrote the great instructor Carlo Blasis. Caro dropped into a plié, heels on the ground, bending at the knees, legs turned out. Remain not, therefore, twenty-four hours without practicing. It had taken almost two days to reach Irongate. She couldn’t let her first night here pass without finding a place to dance.


  Forty-eight pliés, and then she moved on to the grands battements. For these, she extended her leg, raised it as high as her hip, and beat it quickly. All the lessons he takes, when widely separated one from the other, can be of no service toward making him a good dancer; and are little else than a loss of so much time. After sixty grands battements on each leg, she stepped away from her makeshift barre and repeated the whole routine.


  Lots of girls hated the barre exercises. Giselle said the talented ones often tried to avoid them. Caro loved them. She loved the repetition. She loved the precision. She loved the feel of her body doing what she told it, when she told it, how she told it. Obedient. With her leg turned out, her arm bent just so, her head turned up, she felt like she’d transcended her own flesh.


  Which was why, after she finished her exercises, she rehearsed her favorite passage from La Sylphide. She became the sylph, a soulless air spirit, pantomiming her erratic, teasing advances toward a besotted woodsman with skills built from the most earthbound qualities of all: discipline and perseverance.


  By the time she finished, sweat dampened the hair at her temples and bloomed on her bodice. She gulped air. Her legs trembled, and she swayed like a sailor in a tempest as she skirted the balustrade and stumbled down the steps onto a gravel path leading to a three-tiered fountain.


  Human again.


  Caro drank, reaching out for more. Water filled her cupped palms, spilled over, cool and plentiful. Her cheeks were so hot. She could heat a small orphanage through a mild winter with the body heat she was generating.


  “You must be Miss Small.”


  The clipped, aristocratic voice sent her whirling around, choking a little as she failed to stifle a shriek. She saw a heavily muscled man dressed in warm flannels, well bundled despite the mild autumn weather, lips thickened and split, one eye swollen shut.


  Two choices: one, she could scream. Someone would come running, maybe even in time to save her from being violated. If she were lucky, the scream might even frighten her attacker away. But he didn’t look like the sort of man to frighten easily. He did appear strong enough to throw her over his shoulder and carry her away before help arrived.


  Her second choice? Run. Just run.


  The stranger had a broad chest, too solid to be called lean, his legs thick as tree trunks. Beautifully made, impressive, but not tall—though he still towered over her. Fine male specimens of his kind couldn’t run with any speed. If she dug into her reserves, she’d make it through the doors before he’d gone two paces.


  “I think you have the advantage of me, Mr.…” Caro backed away toward the gap in the balustrade as she spoke, angling for a straight shot at the door.


  “You don’t recognize me?” He spoke in a tone of mild curiosity, not affront, in the purest accent she’d ever heard.


  A prickle of unease raised gooseflesh along Caro’s arms.


  A stray moonbeam skated along his pale, sweat-dampened hair. According to the portraits she’d seen on the walls, the dukes of Hastings had for generations boasted uniform, and unusual, coloring—blond hair and light brown eyes. What if this ragged, beat-up figure of a man were a member of the family?


  What if he lived at Irongate?


  “I’m sorry, I don’t.” Caro smiled nervously. “You have my permission to introduce yourself.”


  She took another step toward the door, moving as lightly as she could, but the gravel crunched beneath her heel.


  The stranger’s gaze dropped straight to her feet. “Running won’t do you any good.”


  “Well, of course you’d say that,” Caro snapped. “I think I’ll take my chances.”


  To her surprise, he smiled. Not much—his mouth was too swollen to stretch. Even the attempt opened the split in his bottom lip and sent a thread of fresh blood dribbling down his chin.


  Caro’s stomach turned, and she shuddered.


  “Go on, then.” He scowled. “Go back to your room. Lock the door. In future, try to remember that rules are made for a reason. Young ladies who stay in their rooms at night don’t have to worry about encountering bloody brutes in a dark garden.”


  She couldn’t tell if terror or disgust kept her guts liquid, only that some devil had decanted strong liquor into her belly, and it would serve her as fuel. But his last sentence, the unabashed bitterness of it, gave her pause.


  She tipped her head to the side. Softened her voice a bit. “Do you live here?”


  He only glared, and in the silence she heard his labored breathing. Each inhale quick and shallow, then a catch before the slow exhale. He wasn’t winded. He was in pain.


  Of course he was in pain. He looked like he’d been pulped.


  He took a single, deliberate step toward her. And then another.


  Her pity fled as quickly as it had come. She forced steel into the exhausted, stinging jelly of her legs and sprinted for the door. She flew across the gravel and took the stairs in a single bound.


  Then tripped over the oil lamp she’d left aglow on the terrace. She twisted as she fell and landed on her side, but the impact knocked the wind out of her. She gasped, sucking air faster than her lungs would take it, until her breaths settled back into a regular rhythm. Oh, she’d ache in the morning.


  A shadow, a deepening of the blackness all around her, startled her. The stranger. He’d followed her up onto the terrace.


  He was even harder to look at from up close. Pinpricks of blood welled in the raw skin of his forehead and cheeks. Black blood ringed the inside of his nostrils.


  “Are you all right?” he asked.


  She nodded.


  He bent to pick up the lamp—the glass shade had cracked, but it hadn’t shattered or leaked. “Lucky little fool,” he muttered, then held out his hand.


  It was a big hand, with thick, stubby fingers and bulging, reddened knuckles. She cringed away from it and, before he could get any closer, scrambled to her feet and through the open French door. She closed it, flipped the lock, and ran to the safety of her room.


  Click here to read on.
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