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    She would never bow to any man…


    London, 1815


    Trevor Bailey is on the cusp of opening the greatest hotel in London. His days as a gutter snipe are behind him, as he enjoys a life of wealth, society, and clandestine assignments as a spy in the service of the Crown. Until one tumultuous night churns up the past he’d long left behind…


    Turned out by her employer for her radical beliefs, Lucy Greenleaf reaches out to the man who was once her most beloved friend. She never expected that the once-mischievous Trevor would be so handsome and gentleman-like and neither can deny the instant attraction.


    But Lucy’s reformer ways pose a threat to the hotel’s future and his duties as a spy. Now Trevor must choose between his new life and the woman he’s always loved…
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    Chapter One


    Late July, 1815


    It was happening again.


    “You’ve mistaken me for someone else, my lord,” Lucy said, though she knew perfectly well he had not. She had endeavored to be less obvious with her pedagogical methods this time, but somehow he had found her out. Taking a step back, she tried not to panic, praying her voice would not shake. “Perhaps you meant to summon one of your guests. I’d be happy to fetch—”


    “No,” snapped the viscount, who, in Lucy’s six months in residence at Galsmith House, had exhibited very little interest in his daughters, and hence, even less interest in Lucy, their governess. Until, apparently, he somehow discovered she was instructing his children according to the ideas put forth by the great—and controversial—writer Mary Wollstonecraft. “I meant to summon you. I know exactly who you are. Or, more to the point, I know exactly what you are.”


    He took a step toward her, pupils dilated. Lucy’s breath quickened, and she glanced around, assessing possible escape routes. The study was tucked into a corner of the house, so there was only the one door, which led to a sitting room from whence she could easily make her way into the ballroom. Even from here, she could hear fragments of laughter and snippets of music. The night was advanced—her charges had long since gone to bed—but the unexpected arrival of a storm had kept the guests making merry into the wee hours.


    The door was so close! A mere twenty feet away. The problem was the very large, and, judging from the smell emanating from him as he advanced, very inebriated aristocrat standing between her and it.


    “And if I had known what you are, I never would have permitted my wife to retain you,” he sneered. “To think, you’ve spent months poisoning my daughters with that lewd woman’s lies! I can only thank heavens the youngest isn’t reading yet, or you’d most likely be swapping her primers out for A Vindication of the Rights of Women and God knows what other blasphemy.”


    With every sentence, he forced Lucy a step closer to the bookshelves that lined the wall behind her, so she didn’t bother informing him that four-year-old Edna was, in fact, already reading—Lucy was a very good governess despite her distaste for the profession. She was fond of her charges and was diligent about doing right by them, even though she would be delighted if she never had to supervise another pianoforte practice session again. “I would be pleased, my lord, to have a rational discussion as to the inspiration behind my pedagogical methodology. You should know, for example, that until Mrs. Wollstonecraft’s husband published that account of her life that has become so infamous and, in the process, unjustly besmirched her reputation, she—”


    “One shouldn’t even call her a woman, should one?” he interrupted, taking another step toward her.


    Her back made contact with the books, and her stomach dropped as he placed a palm flat against the shelf next to her, effectively creating one half of a cage. “‘Unsexed.’ Isn’t that what Polwhele called her in his poem? A lightskirt at the very least, no? If a respected clergyman like Polwhele has found her character so lacking, who can reasonably defend her?”


    “I can! If you took the time to read her actual works instead of merely the baseless ranting of her critics, you would see that—”


    The other arm shot out. She was trapped. “I console myself that if you’re anything like your heroine, at least I’ll be able to enjoy you before I turn you out without a reference.”


    Annoyance flared, though she knew fear was probably a more sensible response at this particular moment. “You’re not even listening to me! Are we having a conversation, or are you having a monologue?” She ducked, squatting low, moving to one side and popping up outside the enclosure of his arms.


    After blinking for a few moments as if unable to comprehend that she’d escaped, he lunged at her. “You whore!”


    Now it was time for fear—terror, even—as the unease that had been slowly churning in her gut exploded into panic and tore through her limbs. Lucy knew all too well what happened to governesses unable to escape the advances of their employers. Perhaps she was destined to follow in her mother’s footsteps after all.


    No.


    So she ran. Or tried to—she only made it a few steps before he tore off her cap, causing her to cry out at the pain that whipped through her neck as her head and body moved in opposite directions. Though she’d dressed when she received the summons he’d relayed via the upstairs maid, she’d only had time to hastily shove her unbraided hair into a cap. The locks fell freely now, and he tangled his fingers in them and pulled, hard enough to make her yelp again as he slammed her back against him.


    “I am going to make you sorry,” he hissed. “I will ruin you. In every possible way.” Reaching his hands around, he yanked the front of her bodice, the resulting tear louder in her ears than the thunder raging outside.


    “No.” She spoke the word aloud this time, in unison with the voice in her head. The voice was familiar, yet it seemed not to be her own. Whatever it was, it was right. A kind of surety settled over her, bringing quiet to jangled nerves and making room for a fortifying breath where a moment ago there had been only ineffectual gasping.


    Distantly, she registered the sound of him issuing vile threats, and she wondered if this was how it had happened to her mother. Making an effort to separate her mind from what was happening to her person, she allowed herself to be spun to face him, even as rough hands shoved their way inside her chemise, pawing at her breasts.


    No longer frantic, her mind turned inward, methodically looking for an escape. Then, suddenly, the question came to her all at once, crystalizing in her being, the question that had yet to let her down.


    What would Mary Wollstonecraft do?


    She smiled, retracted her leg, and kneed the viscount in the groin with all her might.


    …


    There was something exceedingly satisfying about weathering a storm inside one’s own home. Remarkable, really, how wind rattling the windows and torrents of water lashing the just-finished roof could feel so rewarding.


    Trevor had suffered through plenty of storms in his thirty years. Sipping brandy as he stared at the fire in the small library he’d built as part of his personal apartment atop the soon-to-open hotel he was building, he thought back to some of them.


    The worst were in Portugal, in tents—if they were lucky—awaiting the carnage that would descend as whatever battle they faced unfolded. In those miserable days, cold and wetness were the last thing the men needed on top of the ever-present hunger, depravation and, he would freely admit, fear. England’s cause against Napoleon had been just, but one couldn’t help but wonder during some of those sodden nights whether God was.


    The storms of his childhood had been annoyances more than anything, necessitating pauses in whatever grift he had going at the moment, but he had endured most of them hungry, just like in Portugal.


    Recent years had passed high and dry, for the most part. His rooms in Bartlett’s Buildings, home until a month ago, had been comfortable, luxurious even, as his fortunes rose steadily. But there was nothing like owning the walls that kept one safe from a storm, nothing like being sheltered by a structure that had been built to one’s exact specifications. A home, at last. And, nestled atop London’s most spectacular new building, what a home it would be.


    He sipped his brandy and tucked the edges of a blanket around his feet. The dozens of candles he’d lit—another rewarding consequence of financial success—cast a warm glow on the shelves that lined two walls. Soon, they would be filled with books. He couldn’t contain a sigh of satisfaction. Yes, of all his ventures—shipping, mining, investing—the hotel that would also be his home was going to be the best. The best meaning not just the most lucrative—though he hoped it would be that, too—but the most fulfilling. He raised his glass, even as he recognized the absurdity of making a toast in an empty room.


    He laughed a little as he tried to summon the appropriate words. “To the hotel,” he finally said, favoring, as usual, a brief but accurate summation of the circumstance. “To the Jade.”


    As the balance of the brandy in the glass slid down his throat, the hairs on the back of his neck rose. He was up in an instant. Four years with the Earl of Blackstone—both on the battlefield, where they’d become bosom friends despite their class differences, and in their post-war intelligence careers—had honed his senses. He’d learned to trust those back-of-the-neck hairs. They were the reason he was still alive.


    Picking up a branch of candles, he made his way out into the main corridor. He was five flights up, but as he started down, he could begin to make out a thudding, distinct from the wind and the rain, coming from somewhere below him.


    As he descended, the noise resolved itself into a rhythmic pounding he followed to the empty kitchen at the back of the hotel. On the other side of the heavy oak door was a small, presently empty courtyard he intended to convert to a kitchen garden next spring. Someone clearly wanted in—someone who would have known there was a back entrance through the courtyard, or had nosed around enough to discover it.


    He devoted a fleeting thought to whether he ought to have armed himself, but he and Blackstone weren’t working on a mission now, so his pistols were upstairs locked in a case in an armoire. Rummaging through one of the boxes he had yet to unpack, he searched for a knife. Blackstone the spymaster would not be impressed. Just because they didn’t have an active mission—Waterloo had finally ended the wars against Napoleon—was no reason not to keep his guard up.


    The wind screeched—even after a week, the storm raged on—and the pounding continued. Whoever it was, friend or foe, the poor bastard must be soaked to the bone.


    Trevor palmed a paring knife, threw back the bolt, and swung open the weighty door.


    He heard his own sharp intake of breath as the knife clattered to the floor.


    She looked exactly the same as she had all those years ago when they’d run wild on the notorious streets of Seven Dials. Mahogany hair a tangled mess, clothes dirty and torn. No, that wasn’t entirely correct. There was one significant difference. Back in the rookery of their childhood, there would have been a hint of mischief in those light brown eyes. It had never made sense, given the circumstances, but it had been there all the same, telling him that she was well, that the impossible, hardscrabble life they led hadn’t defeated her yet.


    For it to be gone…maybe he had made a mistake that day. Because preserving her spirit had been the whole bloody point of sending her away.


    “I need help,” she whispered.


    The years fell away, all at once, like a great, heavy coat falling to the floor.


    “Lucy,” he said, his voice catching. “Lucy.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    “I need help,” Lucy whispered. It was the truth, and it was all she had left. Trevor Bailey was her last option. She could only pray that he had not become so grand he would turn her away.


    They stood there for what must have been a mere moment but felt like a lifetime as a complicated swirl of emotions and sensations threatened to overtake her. She was hungry, cold, and bone-crushingly tired.


    And so, so frightened. It shouldn’t have been so hard to make her way on the streets. She should have been able to slip right back into the old ways, like donning a well-worn cloak one had thought lost.


    But a smartly-dressed woman on the streets, one who obviously didn’t belong, was different than a wiry waif of a girl. The girl could slip unnoticed into market stalls and emerge with her pockets full of vegetables. The woman attracted attention, mostly of the wrong sort. The girl had been fearless and graceful. The woman was scared and clumsy, like a sailor who’s lost his sea legs.


    And there was one more difference. The girl had had a friend, a boy who’d looked after her, made her brave. She had never been alone back then. Until that day. The day Trevor Bailey sent her away.


    And who’s to say he wouldn’t do it again? As he stood there, gaping at her, dressed in his fine clothes and looking every inch the gentleman, she feared she had made a mistake. She had been thinking of him as her last option, but of course they both knew firsthand that wasn’t true. Women always had options.


    An image of her mother flashed in her mind, and tears began to fill her eyes.


    Lucy had been so stupid. So careless. Worse than all this hunger, this fear, was the heartbreak of having broken a covenant with herself. The day she’d left Seven Dials, choking back sobs in an impossibly luxurious carriage, she’d drawn a line. On one side was her childhood and all the misery that had accompanied it. On the other was…everything else. Whatever would come next. Her new life. She’d promised herself two things that day. The first was never to go backward. The second: never again would she trust a man. She would make her own way in the world. These were the vows she repeated every night, like prayers. But prayer was the wrong word because she, not some distant God, took responsibility for these vows.


    The last time she’d seen Trevor Bailey had been that day. He’d stood silently among the chattering crowd, his face unreadable. This is what you wanted, she’d been tempted to scream. You did this. She’d felt his attention as she climbed into the carriage. When she’d waved good-bye to everyone, a false smile pasted on her face, she’d forced her eyes not to linger on him any longer than on anyone else.


    She’d imagined that he stood on the street, watching until the carriage was out of sight. But she didn’t know because she hadn’t looked back. She’d been too busy drawing the line that meant she would never see him again.


    And now, once more, as much as she hated to admit it, he was the only thing that might prevent her from becoming her mother.


    “Lucy,” he whispered. “Lucy,” Just her name, twice, but she knew then he would not forsake her. Relief crashed over her as surely as the wind had whipped through the thin cloak she’d stolen yesterday. She tried to warn herself. He might take her in tonight, but he could not be trusted, not elementally. Trevor Bailey had taught her many things. How to make a fishing line from a bit of string and a pin. How to pick pockets in Covent Garden Market. Which plants in the park to eat and which to avoid. But the biggest lesson he had taught her was that, even despite apparent evidence to the contrary, a woman is always alone in the world.


    Her body, weary and hungry and cold from her week on the street, was not paying attention to the warnings of her mind, though. It must have recognized that respite was within reach, for it began to shake violently. Embarrassingly, for she never did like him thinking she was weak.


    Suddenly, his arms came around her, pulling her inside. But then he didn’t let go, just gathered her against him, one hand against the back of her sodden head, the other splayed at her equally drenched lower back. Seized with an intense desire to hug him back, she forced herself to stand neutrally, permitting the embrace but not encouraging it. She didn’t know this man, she reminded herself. Not really. Thirteen-year-old Trevor, the one who sent her away, would never have embraced her. In fact, she couldn’t remember ever having touched him, except maybe as their fingers brushed when one of them passed some bit of contraband to the other or when she’d had to tend to one of his injuries.


    He must have sensed her unease, for he dropped his arms. “You’re freezing,” he said.


    “You still have a gift for stating the obvious, I see.” She forced the words out because to jest seemed safer than anything else. And jesting was how they had interacted back then. It was what they knew.


    He stared at her without smiling, then closed and bolted the door. “Come upstairs,” he said, turning and gesturing for her to follow.


    She hesitated a moment. This was what she wanted. What she’d been counting on when she’d swallowed her pride, abandoned her principles, and knocked on his door, having read about him and this unlikely place in the newspapers. She was only suspicious because getting inside had been so easy. She had knocked, and he’d let her in. Ease wasn’t something she was accustomed to, even though she’d spent the past eight years inside the homes of London’s elite.


    He made it entirely out of the kitchen, leaving her standing in the dark, before he called, “Are you coming?” When she didn’t answer immediately, he popped his head back in. He glanced down at her feet. “Leave your boots here.”


    Nodding, she obeyed, and after she’d struggled out of the wet leather, she padded after him. It was too dark to see much, but she could feel the luxury. The plush carpet that lined the corridor must have been three inches thick. The banister under her hands as she trailed him up the stairs was solid and perfectly smooth.


    As they climbed silently, she took in the shape of him, both strange and familiar. She hadn’t noticed at first that he was barefoot, too. She might have laughed had she not been so weary. Trevor and Lucy, running around London’s soon-to-be grandest hotel, barefoot. She supposed some habits were just so ingrained that even a lifetime wasn’t long enough to dislodge them.


    Allowing her eyes to drift upward as he climbed ahead of her, she took in muscular thighs and a narrow waist encased in knee breeches. An untucked, loose white shirt obscured his upper body, but judging from the cords of muscle rippling in the forearm that held the candelabra aloft, it was as powerful as his lower half. The long, gangly legs and sharp angles of the boy had sorted themselves out surprisingly satisfactorily in the man. As if he could hear her thoughts, he glanced back over his shoulder, his face painted in warm yellow light.


    Yes, Trevor Bailey was handsome. And, if accounts were to be believed, powerful and obscenely wealthy. He probably thought she was running some sort of con on him. It’s what he would have taught her to do back then. “Ha!” It was out before she could help it.


    He turned again but still did not speak. The boy Trevor would have set upon her with a thousand questions by now. This one had hardly said two words.


    When they reached the top floor, he led her through a door that stood open, into what resolved itself, as he lit more candles, as a small but grand foyer. A round, marble-topped table stood in the middle, surrounded by rich cherry-paneled walls. Gesturing wordlessly, he led her through a sitting room—they didn’t stop this time, so she could make out no more than the silhouettes of the furniture—and into another room.


    Here they stopped, and he lit more candles. So many candles! It seemed impossibly extravagant. Even in her recent posts, when she would have been given as many candles as she asked for, she’d spent her evenings straining her eyes by the light of a single flame.


    When she was done marveling at the luxury, she realized they were in a bedroom. His, judging by the fact that the room seemed well lived in. Stray clothing draped over a side chair, and a pile of books perched precariously on a bedside table. A bedside table that flanked the biggest bed Lucy had ever seen. Unmade—nay, downright disheveled— it was badly in need of tidying.


    “If I had a housekeeper, you could borrow a dress.” His voice startled her out of her thoughts. “But I don’t—I don’t have anyone yet. I’m terribly behind schedule with the hotel.” He was speaking from inside a small interior room—she’d been so busy gaping at the surroundings that she’d lost track of him. When he emerged, he handed her a stack of clothing. “Something here will have to do until tomorrow. We can put your clothes to dry by the fire in the library. It’s through that door.” He nodded in the opposite direction from the door they’d entered, and before she could think what to say, disappeared through it himself, leaving her shivering and holding a stack of men’s clothes in a bedroom blazing with candlelight.


    …


    Trevor knew Lucy. Or at least he had known Lucy. Though still slender, the girl who was all elbows and knees and freckles had blossomed into lush curves. The renegade thought was a little astonishing—and, frankly, confusing. As a boy, he would have planted a facer on anyone who thought about Lucy like that.


    But he had to assume that despite outward changes, she was the same elementally. And if she was still anything like the stubborn, proud girl from the rookeries, besieging her with inquiries was not the way to get her to talk. When they were very young, he’d been in the habit of pestering her with questions. He’d always wanted to know everything about her. How had her night with her mother been? Had she managed to find anything for breakfast? Had any of the miserable neighborhood children—they were always taunting her about thinking she was too good for them—given her any trouble since they’d parted ways the night before? But toward the end of their years together, when he’d been starting to understand what kind of woman she was going to grow into—and what kind of man he was—he had learned that interrogation didn’t work with her. He’d realized by that point that talking was not going to help Lucy, that, in fact, the only way to do right by her was to return her to the world from which she and her mother had fallen.


    To have her appear on his doorstep now, though, shivering, sodden, and so…desperate made him wonder if he had made a mistake somehow, if perhaps she would have been better off with him all this time, where he could have watched over her.


    But no. He was letting emotion get the better of him, and he was not a man who permitted himself lapses of sentiment. So he poured a brandy and sat, willing his heart to slow and forcing his mind to make an impartial assessment. She must have done well enough for herself. Her clothing, though wet and torn, had been respectable. Plain, but made of fine wool. He smiled, realizing he’d been casing her from the moment he opened the door downstairs, as if she were a target. Blackstone, who had taught him to notice everything, would be proud. Let’s see, if he were making a report to the spymaster, what would he say?


    Fine, plain clothes. Good walking boots. No wedding ring. A figure that did not betray signs of having borne children. Nice teeth. Signs of distress, yes, but those were more recent. A fresh cut on her face. Disheveled hair, but not dirty. An upper servant of some sort, a teacher maybe, fallen recently into some trouble.


    On the surface, it appeared Lucy had made good, just as he’d intended. Just as he’d willed all those years ago when he’d manipulated things so she was chosen. He wanted to take satisfaction in the notion, but he couldn’t until he knew that she was well—really and truly well beyond just whatever trouble had deposited her on his doorstep this stormy night.


    A soft tap on the door preceded her entrance. His dressing gown dwarfed her. She’d rolled up the sleeves several times, and the hem brushed the floor. Pouring her a glass of brandy, he dragged a side chair over to the fire and gestured for her to swap her wet things for the drink he held. She shook her head, cheeks coloring as she hung the wet clothing over the back of the chair herself. Hmmm. Lucy Green gone all prudish?


    After she’d taken the brandy and tucked herself into the chair farthest from him, she sipped her drink and stared at him. Her eyes were wary, but beyond that, if one didn’t look too closely, she looked like she belonged. The thought startled him. But it was true. Curled up in his too-big dressing gown, damp hair drying by the fire, bathed in candlelight, she looked like mistress of the place. But then, she had always been a mistress of disguise. That’s why they’d made such a good team back then—they were both experts at deception.


    Finally, she spoke. “Aren’t you going to ask me anything? Like what I’m doing here?” Her tone was confrontational, as if she didn’t trust him.


    “You said you needed help.”


    “Aren’t you going to ask why?”


    It didn’t matter, but if she wanted to answer, he would ask. “Why are you here, Lucy?”


    She closed her eyes for a beat, and when she opened them, they were trained directly on his. Then words tumbled out, rushing over him like a waterfall. This used to happen when they were kids, too, once he realized it was better not to overwhelm her with questions, to wait her out. Left to her own devices, she would clam up, but eventually, as if she couldn’t stand it anymore, she’d spew forth a torrent of words. “I am here because I got turned away from my post as a governess without a reference and without wages owed me, and I had nowhere to go, and I have spent a week outside, thinking, as perhaps you are, that I should be able to land on my feet just fine, but I can’t seem to run cons anymore. All I could manage to do was steal a cloak, and there were these men…”


    “What men?” He spoke more sharply than he intended.


    “It doesn’t matter. I got away. It’s just that I can’t slip in and out of places unnoticed like I used to, and I just can’t…I can’t…”


    “You can’t go back to the streets,” he finished softly, his chest aching with understanding.


    Eyes welling, she nodded.


    He’d only seen Lucy cry once before. The prospect of seeing it again was surprisingly distressing. So he focused instead on the satisfaction of a job well done. He had returned her to the life she deserved. Her mother had been a governess, too, until an employer had gotten her with child. By the time that child—Lucy—had been born, her mother had fallen under the spell of the poppy and, like his own mother, had been forced to resort to selling the only thing she had left. So to know that not only had Lucy made it out, she had become a governess like her mother before her—well, there was a kind of justice there. It was as if the world had righted itself.


    “We’ll get you a new post,” he said, venturing a smile.


    “But I have no references. My previous employers won’t recommend me.”


    He wished he could erase that circumspect look from her eyes. He wanted to see a hint of the old, feisty Lucy. She had teased him in the kitchen about stating the obvious, but the jibe hadn’t reached her eyes. “It doesn’t matter. I can take care of it.”


    “How? Have you a magic wand somewhere? Is that how you’re building this hotel?”


    Still so suspicious. Hadn’t he always looked after her? That she thought he would stop now stung a bit. “No. But I have friends.”


    “And money, it would seem.”


    He shrugged. “Yes. Money and powerful friends can do a lot to make up for poor references.” He paused. He didn’t want to give offense, and he would help her regardless of the answer, but he needed to know what he was dealing with. “Just one question: were you conning these people? Your employers, I mean.”


    …


    It was a fair question, given what he knew of her, but it smarted. “No,” she said. “I stopped…doing that the day I left Seven Dials.”


    He regarded her evenly over the rim of his glass. “Did you harm the children in your care? Did you knowingly provide a sub-par education? Were you dishonest in any way?”


    “No! That’s exactly the point! I was the best governess that household ever had! Or ever will!”


    “Well, then, that’s all I need to know. I’ll fix things.”


    “But how? How did you do all this?” she asked, gesturing around the room. If he could assume she was conning her employers, didn’t she have the right to ask how he had risen so extraordinarily high above his station? She and Trevor had never stood on ceremony, and she didn’t see any need to start now. “How did you make all your money?”


    “After I got out of the army—”


    “Army!” she exclaimed. She had thought of him over the years, of course—despite her vow never to rely on a man again, it had been impossible not to—but she had never imagined him in the military.


    “Yes. After you left Seven Dials, I got out, too.”


    “How?”


    “I talked my way into a blacksmith’s apprenticeship. Those skills were highly valued by the army.”


    He made it all sound so easy, so unremarkable. But she had to marvel over the image of Trevor “talking his way” into an apprenticeship. Boys from Seven Dials didn’t just do that. But Trevor had never been like other boys.


    “So how did you get from the army to all this?” She hadn’t been implying that there was anything untoward in his extraordinary rise, but he must have thought she was, because he shot her an annoyed look.


    “After I got out of the army, I started investing.” Did she detect a hint of defensiveness in his tone? “Then, about a year ago, I started a shipping business. The blunt was fronted by a friend I’d made in Portugal. It turns out I have a knack for making money. All I needed was an initial infusion of capital.”


    “A friend gave you enough money to buy a ship?”


    “He’s a close friend.”


    “Is he a gentleman?” She had been reading about Trevor in the papers as the hotel project took shape. Hotels were still relatively new in England, and so his grand venture had captivated London.


    “Yes, an earl in fact.”


    She wanted to whistle her admiration—or disbelief. If she’d known just how posh Trevor had become, she would never have had the courage to prevail upon him to help, even as desperate as she had been.


    He stood suddenly, signaling an end to the conversation. “It’s late. I have one guest room furnished. I’ll take you there, then fetch you some food and drink.”


    Understanding that she, with her probing questions, was being dismissed, Lucy followed him silently down one flight of stairs to a fourth-floor room at the front of the hotel. The four-poster bed that took up most of the floor space was disheveled, covered with piles of toweling and linens.


    “This is a sample room of sorts,” Trevor said. “We’re using it to try out different combinations of bed linens and such.”


    “We?”


    “I’ve had advice from the wife of a friend.”


    “You’ve had advice from the wife of your earl, haven’t you? You’ve had advice from a countess, is what you mean.” She could not keep the incredulity from her voice. Scrappy little Trevor Bailey had elbowed his way into quite the life. “I hope me being here won’t…”


    “Won’t what?” he said, looking up sharply from where he was moving piles of linens from the bed onto a long, low dresser that lined one side of the room.


    “I know it’s improper for me to be here. I’m unmarried. We have no chaperone. I don’t want to endanger your—”


    “I don’t care about that sort of thing,” he said sharply, as if he were offended she would think as much.


    Ah. So he hadn’t become too terribly fine. “But you have to, don’t you? With your money-lending earl? And I imagine only the finest sort of people will be able to afford to stay in your hotel.”


    “Oh, I know how to have a care when circumstances require it, but it’s just for show. These aristocrats with their elaborate, arcane rules. They cling to them so tightly, they haven’t noticed their world is changing.” There was a hint of scorn in his tone as he finished setting aside all the linens to reveal the bed. “You’re welcome to use anything in this room. It’s all just extra.” He handed her a fine ivory bathing cloth. “This is what we settled on. Everything else will go.”


    The cloth was lovely, elegant but understated. There was a monogram at the base of the fabric. She held it closer to a candle he’d set on the bedside table. It was a small “J,” embroidered in a deep green thread.


    “What’s the J for?” she asked.


    “It stands for the name of this place.”


    She looked at him expectantly, but he said nothing. “And the name of this place is?” she prompted.


    Several beats of silence elapsed before he spoke, eyes glittering. “The Jade.”


    She heard her own sharp intake of breath in the silent room, and as if hypnotized, she slowly floated her hands up to the top of the dressing gown she wore, to where the lapels met and crossed over. He didn’t take his eyes off her. He didn’t even blink. Heart pounding, she pulled the fabric down a few inches to reveal the green-stoned ring she wore on a chain around her neck.


    This time, the sharp inhale came from him. “You still have it?”


    It was the one thing she’d kept. The one thing that had survived her line-drawing exercise. The jade that had survived the immolation of her old life. And he’d named his hotel after it.


    “Yes,” she whispered. “I’ve never taken it off.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Lucy dreamed that night of the jade—the gem, not the hotel. The dream started where her nocturnal trips to the past so often did: under her favorite tree in the park.


    She was mending some stockings when he appeared. The willow’s weeping branches fully obscured her, so her presence wouldn’t offend the sensibilities of the fine people who used the park, inspiring them to chase her out. It was where she went when she wanted to be alone, to escape the thick air of their neighborhood or the jeers of its inhabitants. Trevor didn’t count, though. It was as easy being with him as it was being alone. Easier, because he so often made her forget her circumstances, either with a jest or an unlikely adventure.


    Today, his self-satisfied grin told her that something was afoot.


    Affecting a joking aloofness, she raised her eyebrows at him and re-threaded her needle. They often did this—communicated without speaking.


    He plunked himself down on the ground across from her and held out two closed fists.


    Ah! No doubt he’d stolen a lemon biscuit. There was a shop on Queen Street that sold them. He’d filched one once from the pocket of a customer on the way out and given it to her. She’d never tasted anything so divine as the explosion of tart sweetness on her tongue. And he’d been nicking them ever since, though she couldn’t imagine how.


    He cocked his head, silently urging her to make her choice.


    She pointed at his left hand. Opening it, he turned it over—empty.


    His grin widened. Goodness, he was self-impressed today. More so than usual. Perhaps today’s biscuit was harder won than most.


    Unable to prevent an answering smile from blooming on her lips, she pointed to the remaining fist.


    He turned it more slowly this time, rotating it so his fingers faced up but still not opening them to reveal her prize.


    Laughing, she tapped them impatiently.


    He opened, and her laughter died on her lips, replaced by a gasp. “Trevor!” she cried, abandoning their game of not speaking. “What is that?”


    “It’s a ring. I hadn’t thought you so daft you can’t recognize a ring.”


    He tried to hand it to her, but she recoiled. Where could he possibly have gotten it?


    “It’s a jade,” he said, moving it closer to her.


    She couldn’t resist running her finger over the smooth, glassy gem. Of course she knew what a ring was, but they didn’t see jewelry in Seven Dials. What good were jewels when your belly was empty?


    It was beautiful, though. The small, flat green stone secured with gold prongs and set in a slim band made for a simple, understated bauble. “How much do you think you can get for it?” she asked.


    “No.” He shook his head, shoving it right up under her nose. “It’s for you.”


    “I beg your pardon!” It was a phrase her mother used, and she summoned it by rote to express her confusion, but she knew it wasn’t the kind of thing people said in Seven Dials.


    He laughed. “Exactly. A proper ring for a proper lady.”


    She rolled her eyes heavenward. “I’m no lady, Trevor.”


    “You are, though. And this reminded me of you. Wear it, and it will remind you, too.”


    She still hadn’t taken the ring. He jiggled it. “I believe this is the part where a proper lady would say thank you.”


    She opened her mouth to protest again. Surely he could feed himself for weeks—months—with what that ring would fetch. But his expression had changed. Gone was the easy, jesting countenance, replaced by a furrowed brow and eyes that burned with an intensity she couldn’t quite characterize.


    “Take it,” he whispered. “Please.”


    Her breath hitched then. What would she do without Trevor, her loyal companion, her protector? Surely God was good, for how else to explain a friend like him?


    So she held out her hand and let him slip the too-large ring on her middle finger.


    “Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for everything.”


    …


    The sample room proved to be, in the light of day, a complete mess.


    The name was accurate. There must have been two dozen different varieties of towels alone strewn about the room. And the samples weren’t limited to those that would ultimately grace the bedrooms. There were dining serviettes and even a row of teacups and a pile of silver on the dressing table.


    Lucy had awakened before the sun, still not quite able to absorb the fact that she was safe. Her mind was unsettled thanks to the fitful dream she’d kept rousing from and falling back into, so she began tidying, folding everything into neat piles. The layer of dust that had settled on the furniture she tackled with one of the vetoed towels. “God forgive me!” she exclaimed as she used the thick, plush cotton—finer than any towel she’d ever used on her body, even in the great homes she’d served in—to wipe the flat surfaces in the room.


    Cleaning soothed her. Bringing order to chaos in a way that was impossible in the wider world was a respite from the uncertainty that had dogged her most of the night. What on earth was she going to do with herself? Could Trevor really find her a new situation as easily as he’d suggested?


    She didn’t stop in her efforts, even when he rapped on the door and she called permission to enter. As she’d always told her charges, busy hands keep the mind still. Aiming an artificial smile at him, she pulled the counterpane up on the bed, the final step in making it. The scowl he summoned in response made her shiver. Like the sample room, in the light of day, the hotel’s proprietor appeared a little more…disorderly. The post-storm sunlight streaming in through the window was not enough to make her retract last night’s impression, but it did prompt her to revise it. He was still devilishly handsome, with his wide, superfine-encased shoulders and his green eyes. But there was an edge to him. She had sensed it last night, and today she could see its physical manifestation. His ginger-blond hair was flecked with a hint of premature white at the temples, and the years had begun to etch lines around his eyes.


    “Stop cleaning.”


    “And a good morning to you, too.” Another precept she’d always tried to instill in her pupils—a false show of confidence could sometimes lead to the real thing. Not that she was preaching affectation. Never that. Mrs. Wollstonecraft—her guiding light in all things—would not approve.


    He did not stop scowling. “You are a guest here. Guests don’t clean.”


    “Well somebody has to. Beds don’t make themselves.”


    “Why make them at all?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I don’t make mine. Why bother? You’re just going to get into it again later.”


    She would have laughed, but he seemed perfectly in earnest. And she had to admit there was some logic to his position. Still, she felt compelled to defend herself. “A servant worth his or her salt would not be able to look at an unmade bed and not remedy it. You have no servants at all?”


    “I’ll have an army of them when the hotel opens—a hiring spree is my next major task, in fact, and not one I’m looking forward to. For now, I have a woman who comes in for half days and cooks. But no one enters my private apartments. Ever.”


    “I did.”


    “Yes.” He moved to the bed and threw the counterpane back, undoing her work. “And you’re not a servant.”


    She had to cover her shock at his deliberate mussing of the bed. “That’s debatable. The fate of the governess is to be forever lodged in the limbo between the household and its staff. She is not quite a servant, not quite a member of the family. Mary Wollstonecraft once wrote, ‘A teacher at a school is only a kind of upper servant, who has more work than the menial ones. A governess to young ladies is equally disagreeable.’”


    Clamping her mouth shut, she checked herself. There was no need to start up with Mary. That was exactly what had landed her in this mess to begin with. It’s just that Mary’s words were always so close to Lucy’s heart. It was difficult to censor herself sometimes. But that’s exactly what she had to learn to do if she was lucky enough to secure another position.


    “Be that as it may, at the Jade, you are a guest.” He set a package on the unmade bed. “Put this on, and then we’re going out. I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”


    He was gone before she could answer.


    …


    The dress wasn’t too bad, Trevor thought when Lucy appeared in the kitchen ten minutes later. A little large, but her cloak, which had dried overnight, would cover it. It hardly mattered because anyone who looked at Lucy Green on this fine, sunny morning wouldn’t be looking at her dress. They’d be trying to imagine what was underneath it. As he was now. Which was absolutely uncalled for, so he forced his eyes to her face.


    “Where did you get this?” she asked, skepticism etched onto her features as she ran her hands down the pale green muslin. He wasn’t accustomed to having those suspicious eyes aimed at him. Back then, they would have been co-conspirators.


    Once again, he examined her eyes, familiar yet not. Light brown, almost amber pools, they tracked his every move. Just like last night, he couldn’t stop staring at them, hoping to catch a glimpse of the fiery, mischievous Lucy he remembered. He didn’t want another false smile like she’d aimed at him upstairs earlier, or jokes she delivered by rote. “I think we covered this last night. I have powerful friends. And money. Money can buy a great many things.”


    “Money can buy a dress before eight o’clock in the morning?”


    He tried not to smile at that. He was rather proud of himself. “It can. It can also buy a modiste who is calling tomorrow afternoon.” He set a cup of tea in front of her and held a finger aloft to silence the protest he knew was coming. “If we’re going to find you a new situation, you have to look the part.” She did not look placated, so he turned to evasive tactics, setting a plate of cheese and bread in front of her. “I’m sorry it’s not much. We’ll buy provisions when we’re out.”


    Lucy watched him as she ate. He tried not to squirm. Being the object of grown-up Lucy’s attention made him jumpy. Part of him wanted to implore her to tell him everything. But it was better to let her come to it on her own—he knew that. Lucy was a rational, logical sort and didn’t respond to emotional entreaties. Like last night—he’d been measured in his approach and eventually rewarded with a torrent of words pouring forth from her.


    After eating in silence for a few moments, she pushed her plate away. Eating too fast—it was a habit he hadn’t been able to shake, either.


    He stood. “It’s been raining for days, and I’ve been cooped up in this place for far too long.” He offered her his arm. “Miss Green, shall we?


    She hesitated for a moment but took his arm. They made their way outside and to the end of the block before she corrected him.


    “Actually, it’s Miss Greenleaf now.”


    He broke stride for a moment before recovering. She must have sensed his confusion, for she added, “I changed it.” She pressed her lips together. “When they took me away, it was to a school. You imagined as much, I think?”


    He nodded, glancing at her sideways as they walked on. It was what he had hoped, what he’d counted on.


    “When Lady Waring—that was her name, my benefactress—drove away with me, it was to a place called Miss Grisham’s School for Wayward Girls.”


    He couldn’t help but grin. “Wayward. Well, you fit the bill perfectly, didn’t you?”


    She ignored him, just as she’d always done when he teased her. “When I arrived, the headmistress—who was not named Miss Grisham, by the way—asked me what my name was. I said Lucy Greenleaf. They wrote it down somewhere, and it became real.”


    “Just like that.”


    “I was surprised, too. I kept waiting for someone to correct me. But it was like we didn’t exist in Seven Dials. Everything was erased.”


    “But isn’t that what you wanted? What you intended by making up a new name?”


    Her grip on his arm intensified. “I had to leave it behind, Trevor. I had to leave everything behind. If I had to go, I decided to really go.”


    “I know.” And he did. It was what he’d wanted. What he had arranged. So why was there a lump in his throat when he thought of eleven-year-old Lucy Green, alone in a strange new world, casting off her past and rechristening herself?


    He cleared his throat. “Why Greenleaf? Why not, say, Clutterbottom? Lucy Clutterbottom has a real ring to it, don’t you think?”


    The smile reached her eyes, and he wanted to raise a fist to the sky in victory as triumph surged through him. She was still in there. He decided right then and there that for the brief time they would be together, before he set her back up in the life she was meant to have, he would make it his mission to fan the flames of that spark, to make her set down her cares periodically, even if only for a moment.


    “Who knows? I wasn’t aiming for wholesale or dramatic change. It was symbolic more than anything. I think the youthful me thought adding ‘leaf’ made the name sound…new.”


    “Crisp, fresh. Like a bud in spring.”


    “Exactly.”


    “Lucy Greenleaf. It sounds like the name of a reformer.”


    She coughed a little, drawing his attention again.


    “Are you a reformer?” Dear God, that would complicate things, wouldn’t it? He thought of Blackstone’s wife, Emily, a crusader against slavery. The world did not take kindly to women who agitated for radical causes.


    “Where are we going?” she asked, and he knew she was avoiding the question.


    Remembering his scheme not to press her, he bit his tongue. There was more there, but he would find out later. “I don’t know where we’re going.”


    She raised her eyebrows. “You don’t seem like the sort of person who goes anywhere without a destination—not anymore.”


    “Yes, we did do more than our share of aimless wandering back then, didn’t we?”


    “It wasn’t exactly aimless. We might not have known where we were going, but we knew what we were looking for.”


    “If by ‘what we were looking for,’ you mean ‘trouble,’” he said, “then I am in complete agreement.”


    She laughed, and it did his heart good to hear it.


    “Indeed.” She stopped in front of a store window, eyeing a display of bonnets and ribbons. “We’d be plotting some way to fleece these fine merchants.” Leaning closer to examine a small bauble, she added, “Actually, we wouldn’t have been out hunting trouble in this neighborhood.”


    “Yes, our prey was usually less bonnets, more bread.”


    “Do you ever miss it?”


    A complicated question. “Do you?”


    “I would have said no. And, really, no. I’ve spent my whole life running from Seven Dials. But sometimes I miss…I don’t know, the feeling of not being beholden to anyone.”


    “Yes,” he said, unsettled by how well she’d articulated a sentiment he hadn’t realized he shared. “Life was brutish, and I’m sure neither of us would go back, given the choice, but it came with a certain kind of liberty, didn’t it?”


    “There are lots of different kinds of freedom,” she said quietly, intently examining a straw bonnet trimmed with yellow gingham ribbons. “And lots of different kinds of chains.”


    The bold statement hit him hard. Lucy had always been smart. Her mother, in moments of lucidity, had instructed Lucy as best she could. It hadn’t held her in good stead in their neighborhood—had marked her for mockery, in fact, as the others shunned her for acting above her station. But it seemed that in addition to intelligence, Lucy had also gained a deeper wisdom. He knew what she meant about freedom and chains. On the surface of things, he had more freedom than ever. His growing wealth ensured that. But the society he moved in now, with its absurd rules and arbitrary conventions, came with hundreds of tiny, invisible chains.


    Still, now was not the time to talk philosophy. Now was the time to stage a meandering, destinationless walk, in order to get Lucy talking.


    “Let’s see,” he said, tugging her away from the window. “A certain kind of freedom. You wouldn’t be referring to the Great Cake Heist of 1795, would you?”


    She snorted. A very ladylike snort, and one she covered quickly, but there it was. He lifted an eyebrow at her, pretending impatience. “Enough bonnet ogling. We have marketing to do. Unless you prefer to starve, for it’s my woman’s day off.”


    


    An hour later, on their way home, his patience was rewarded when Lucy finally began talking—really talking.


    They were just finishing up with the fishmonger, she having bargained the man down from what she called the “unconscionable price” he was asking for a trout. Her cheeks were pink, and her hair had begun to escape the confines of her bonnet.


    “That was exceedingly satisfying!” she exclaimed. “Though I confess I’m surprised you do your own marketing.”


    “I don’t usually. But not because I consider it beneath me. I’m usually too busy.” He popped a chestnut into his mouth. “But it’s important to remember how to do actual things.”


    She stopped in her tracks, and it took him a moment to realize she’d fallen out of step with him. “I am a reformer, is the thing,” she said, when he’d turned back to see what was keeping her. “If you’re going to help me, you should know that.”


    He had to swallow a victorious laugh. He knew it.


    “It’s why I was dismissed from my last position. And the one before that—although that time I wasn’t dismissed so…emphatically.”


    He nodded, trying to maintain a neutral countenance. His campaign of patient waiting was about to pay off. If he knew Lucy Green—Lucy Greenleaf, rather—she was about to pour forth the truth in a torrent of words.


    “I am a devotee of Mary Wollstonecraft, you see.”


    “The writer?” He searched his mind. Of course, he knew Mary Wollstonecraft’s famous work arguing for the rights of women and was vaguely aware that she had written about the French Revolution. But hadn’t she also been discredited after her death by the publication of a book by her husband? “It seems the only time one ever hears of Mary Wollstonecraft these days is when her disgrace is being referenced.”


    “Mrs. Wollstonecraft has been unfairly disgraced,” Lucy snapped. “Unjustly and grievously pilloried, in fact. I am determined to rehabilitate her reputation.”


    Trevor blinked, caught off guard by the vehemence of her rebuttal. “But what about all the revelations in her husband’s book? My God, Lucy, the illegitimate child? The suicide attempts? From all accounts, her life sounded like a dreadful novel.”


    “She was a brave woman, trying to live her ideals in an unforgiving society.” Lucy quickened her steps. “And her private affairs would have remained private had her husband, clearly overestimating the ability of society to embrace an uncensored account of a brilliant and unconventional spirit like Mary’s, not published that dratted memoir. If he had just held his peace, she would have gone to her grave admired instead of spat upon.”


    She stopped walking then, just as he had adjusted to her new, rapid pace, and gazed at the sky. “Yet it is hard to fault him, for I believe he loved her and meant to honor her, wanting the world to know that the spirit of genius had walked among them.”


    “And you were dismissed because you made a defense of her?” He wasn’t quite seeing the connection. It wasn’t as if governesses generally talked politics with the members of the households they served. In fact, the job of a governess was more about schooling young ladies in diplomacy—in other words, how to avoid talking about politics.


    “Her more famous works—and her infamous life—aside, she wrote a great deal about the education of women,” Lucy said. “My methods have been heavily informed by her work—On the Education of Daughters, in particular, and of course by her more famous A Vindication of the Rights of Women.”


    Ah. He was beginning to understand. “So your methods were discovered, and you were turned away from your positions because no one wants a devotee of the scandalous Mrs. Wollstonecraft instructing their daughters?”


    Her raised eyebrows told him he had hit upon the truth.


    “Could you not conduct your work informed by Mrs. Wollstonecraft’s ideas without advertising the fact?”


    “I tried!” she protested. “Apparently I was not subtle enough because one day at dinner, one of my charges informed her father that it was ‘time for a revolution in female manners—time to restore them to their lost dignity.’ That’s a direct quote from A Vindication, by the way.”


    Trevor couldn’t help but guffaw. “Yes, I wouldn’t exactly call that subtle.”


    “Never mind subtle. Clearly, in the future, I shall have to resort to outright deception. And, sadly, that should not prove a problem because my copies of Mary’s books, along with all the rest of my possessions, remain at the home of my last employer.”


    “I’ll send for them. What’s the name of the family?”


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    He stopped. “It does matter. You may have had a serious disagreement, and they may be within their rights to terminate your employment, but they can’t just keep your personal things. And didn’t you say you had wages owed?”


    She shifted from one foot to the other and looked down the street. There was something she still wasn’t saying.


    “Hell,” he said, “I can steal your things back if you prefer. I used to be good at that.”


    His intention had been to make her smile, and he succeeded. The irony was that he was still good at skulking around conducting illegal activities. It’s just that now, they were in service to the Crown.


    “There’s no need to retrieve my things by means legitimate or otherwise,” she said, walking forward without him.


    She was definitely hiding something. Catching up to her, he took her arm. “Change of plan. We’re not going home just yet.”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “What is this place?” Lucy asked as Trevor led her up the steps of a grand mansion on Grosvenor Square. “You can’t just knock on the door with a trout under your arm!”


    He raised an eyebrow as he lifted and released the heavy knocker.


    “Stanway!” Trevor greeted the butler and was rewarded with a slight smile from the otherwise inscrutable servant.


    He let them right in. “My lord and my lady aren’t at home to guests this morning, so you’ll have them to yourself,” he said, leading them to a morning room tucked away at the back of the house. It seemed like the sort of room the home’s occupants actually used. Lacking the formality of parlors that would be used to receive guests, the furniture was a tad threadbare, and a stack of newspapers littered a side table.


    “Not home to guests?” Lucy whispered as the butler retreated. “Are we not guests?”


    “No,” Trevor said, taking off his coat and looking very much at home as he sank into a chair.


    “Trevor!” A small, dark-haired woman rounded the corner and made straight for him, holding out her hands and clasping his as if she were a sister who hadn’t seen him for months. “I’ve found the perfect teacup!”


    “We’ve settled on the cups! I’ve already ordered them.”


    “Oh, drat,” the woman pouted. “Well, they really were perfect—a little green ivy winding around the handles.”


    The woman had not noticed Lucy—or, apparently, the appearance of a tall, dark, devil of a man in the doorway. Lucy noticed one of his sleeves hung empty—the story of the earl who’d lost his hand on campaign on the continent had circulated through all the homes she’d worked in. He was quite intimidating as his eyes bored into Lucy’s, almost as if he were trying to see directly into her soul.


    “Good morning,” the man said, drawing the attention of Trevor and the chattering woman. Amazingly, they both looked at the frightening gentleman with obvious affection.


    “Blackstone, Emily, may I present an old friend, Miss Lucy Greenleaf. Lucy, the Earl and Countess of Blackstone.”


    Lady Blackstone moved to her husband’s side and nodded at Lucy. Good heavens! To think, twenty-four hours ago she’d been wet and homeless, and now she was a guest in an aristocratic home.


    “I need to speak with you,” Trevor said to the earl.


    “Your timing is impeccable, because I need to speak to you as well,” said Lord Blackstone.


    The countess reached for the bell pull. “I’ll order some tea for us, Miss Greenleaf.”


    “You should get along famously. You’re both reformers,” said Trevor. He looked at Lucy while nodding in Lady Blackstone’s direction and said, “Abolition.” Then he did the reverse and said, “Rights for women.”


    And drat the man if he didn’t then stride out without even a glance back, leaving her standing in her ill-fitting dress, facing the prospect of tea with an abolitionist countess.


    …


    “Things have been quiet since Waterloo.” Trevor remarked as Blackstone ushered him into the library. The earl and Emily had been married a year, but Trevor was still not accustomed to seeing her influence in his friend’s life. Not in the décor, so much, but in the sense that Blackstone’s longstanding habit of sleeping in the library was clearly no longer. Fire unlit, the unusually orderly room showed no signs of a twitchy gentleman passing restless nights within.


    “Yes. Amazing to think the wars are really over. But I am taking up a mission of sorts.”


    Trevor raised his eyebrows. “Having trouble adjusting to the quiet of domestic life, Blackstone?”


    His friend ignored the jest. “A man was murdered last summer.”


    Trevor took the chair near the fireplace. “I’m sure many men were murdered last summer.”


    “Yes, but not all of them were gruesomely disemboweled in their own beds.”


    Trevor let loose a low whistle.


    “Indeed. Captain William Gelling of the Oxfordshire Regiment. Murdered while on leave—in his wife’s parents’ home. No sign of forced entry. Nothing else in the house disturbed. His family have been searching for answers, and Bow Street has turned up nothing.”


    “And what have you turned up?”


    “Also nothing. But I’m just getting started. I’m going to try to speak to all his superior officers, and seconds in command. Will you help?”


    “The hotel is off-limits,” Trevor said, more sharply than he intended. Then he sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s your hotel as much as mine.” Indeed, Blackstone was one of seven investors who had helped get the outrageously expensive venture off the ground. In addition to his own investment, Blackstone had used his connections to introduce Trevor to others among the ton looking for discreet ways to expand their fortunes.


    The hotel was everything Trevor had worked for. Unlike the mines and ships he owned, the hotel was four walls and a roof. A place to keep safe and dry. “I don’t want it mixed up in the spying. It’s just too…” Gad, he sounded like some kind of sentimental girl.


    “I haven’t said anything about the hotel, man. I just want to know if I give you some names, will you do some legwork for me?”


    Chastened, Trevor looked to the floor. “Of course.”


    Blackstone handed over a list. Trevor scanned the names—none of them familiar. But no matter, they had connections, and Blackstone had taught him well.


    “It’s your hotel, Trevor.” Blackstone spoke quietly, but Trevor was startled just the same. “If you don’t want spying there, there won’t be spying there.”


    God bless Blackstone. He could be a right bastard—or at least he had been before Emily—but he was a true friend. Had been since the day Trevor joined the company. The blacksmith’s apprentice and future earl had cast their fortunes together ever since—on the battlefield, in espionage, in trade.


    “Besides, you have enough trouble keeping the investors calm as it is,” said Blackstone, smirking. “Can you imagine if they discovered the Jade was a hotbed of espionage?”


    “That’s why I have you, my pedigreed friend, to mollify the investors.” He made light of it, but it was true that the aristocratic men investing in the hotel were sensitive about anything they viewed as too gauche or newfangled. It went deeper than not wanting to be seen dabbling in trade, though that had them spooked, too. They were a conservative lot. The very idea of a hotel was still new within England. The English were accustomed to inns, smaller establishments geared toward travelers, offering simple fare to eat. Trevor’s hotel would be a destination in and of itself. And of course the word itself was French, which made the investors jittery. Though Trevor had done extensive research—taking them on excursions to Mivarts and even going so far as to escort a few of them to visit Elmfield House in Exeter—it was Blackstone’s advocacy that had ultimately won them over.


    “But none of this matters,” said Blackstone, waving his uninjured hand in the air. It’s time for you to answer the obvious question.”


    “It is? What is the obvious question?”


    “Who the hell is Miss Greenleaf?”


    Right. He cleared his throat. “Miss Greenleaf is a governess. She’s in need of a situation.” He didn’t mention his sense that she was hiding something, that there was something she wasn’t saying about how her recent employment had ended. Why else would she be content to let her employers keep all her personal belongings? “I need your help finding her a new position.”


    Blackstone’s eyebrows lifted slightly. For the taciturn spymaster, this was as close to shock as his face was probably capable of. Trevor had never outright asked for help before. “Of course,” his friend said, recovering his signature bland expression. “I’ll ask around. Who are her references?”


    “She hasn’t any—that’s the problem. She was dismissed from both her previous posts for espousing the philosophies of Mary Wollstonecraft.”


    Trevor expected a scowl. He expected expressions of incredulity. He did not expect the earl to throw back his head and let loose a peal of laughter. He found himself inexplicably defensive. “I beg your pardon. She’s been unfairly maligned!”


    “Who?” asked Blackstone, still grinning, “Miss Greenleaf or Mrs. Wollstonecraft?”


    He couldn’t help smiling at that. “Both, I think.”


    “A rogue female with reform on her mind. This way lies ruin, my friend.”


    “What is that supposed to mean?” Just because Blackstone’s countess had been a reckless abolitionist when they first encountered her, crisscrossing the country on wild schemes to take down dangerous men, that didn’t have any bearing on Lucy’s situation.


    “You haven’t really answered my question, you know,” said Blackstone, growing thoughtful. “Who is Lucy Greenleaf? Or, more to the point, why are you helping her? And don’t tell me it’s because of a sudden sympathy for her cause.”


    Trevor hesitated. There was no reason not to tell him. The earl knew about his childhood—was the only one who did, in fact. The investors thought Trevor a middle class boy made good, and that was distasteful enough for them. If they knew where he’d come from, they would never have agreed to back the hotel. The earl, who was a profoundly decent man under his menacing exterior, didn’t care a whit about Trevor’s background. And equally as important, as a fellow soldier, he knew deprivation. He understood the bonds that were forged when people fought for survival side by side. So Trevor decided on the truth. “We grew up together. She was my closest childhood friend. Now she needs help.”


    “All right then,” said Blackstone with a decisive nod. “We’ll get her a situation.” He stood and moved to the door, pausing with his hand on the knob. “If that’s what she wants.”


    “What do you mean if that’s what she wants?”


    “Have you asked her?”


    He had not. And he wasn’t planning to. He hadn’t asked what she wanted back when they were children, either.


    She had come to him that horrible night, and he’d just decided that she had to get out. There had been no decision really. Life for them was about survival. And he couldn’t survive if Lucy had been forced to take up her mother’s trade. So he had determined, right then and there, that he would find a way to get her out. To propel her into another, better life. Even if it meant giving up his best friend.


    He’d had to drag it out of her. He’d known something was wrong when she’d shown up at their willow tree in the park an hour after her mother had summoned her. When Lucy’s mother wasn’t entertaining, she liked to instruct Lucy. On those nights, her mother would drink too much gin and make Lucy conjugate French verbs or practice the correct method for serving tea—even though there was no tea and she was forced to pantomime. Trevor knew Lucy hated it. It made her a mark for the other children who sneeringly called her the Little Lady. But she endured it. To humor her mother was easier than the alternative.


    They’d been going to try to nick some vegetables for dinner that day, but he’d left off. It would have been no fun on his own. So he was mindlessly throwing pebbles at the tree trunk when she appeared next to him and tossed her own.


    “You escaped!” Suddenly this evening wasn’t looking so dull after all. “Why don’t we run over to the market and…” There was something wrong. She was crying, though she was trying mightily to hide it by turning her head and swallowing hard. “Lucy, what’s happened?”


    She shook her head and, unable to stem the tide of tears anymore, began to sob. She might as well have pulled out the small knife she carried in her boot and plunged it into his heart.


    “Tell me what’s happened!” he urged, then trying to gentle his tone added, “Please. I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”


    She turned those anguished amber eyes on him and said, “My mother informs me it’s time for me to start earning my keep.”


    He sighed. He’d known this day would come. His own mother he kept at bay by stealing enough that she was content to let him run wild, master of his own days. But Lucy’s, as she cycled between succumbing to the poppy and periods of relative lucidity, would no doubt have decided it was time for Lucy to take in piecework full time, or washing.


    “She held an auction,” Lucy said.


    “An auction?” He shook his head, confused. “You haven’t anything worth auctioning.” Unless… He glanced at her hand, where she wore the jade ring with the stone turned inward so as not to attract the attention of would-be thieves.


    She shook her head. “I hide it from her. She doesn’t know about it.”


    “What then? What can she possibly have that will fetch any sort of price?”


    She looked at him, tears gone, eyes hardened. He hated to see her this way, like she was resigned to some horrible fate, being marched off to Newgate.


    “She has an eleven-year-old virgin.”


    …


    “The countess implored me to call her Emily, can you imagine?” said Lucy as Trevor helped her into a hack he’d hired to take them back to the hotel. “If I was a friend of yours, she insisted, there was no choice but to call her by her given name. She said it as if it were an ill fate I was subject to!”


    Lady Blackstone had proved utterly not terrifying. In fact, she had read some of Mary’s works and was quite in sympathy with her arguments. Lucy had almost considered inviting the lady to join her society. She’d checked herself, though. One didn’t invite a countess to socialize with a group of governesses and shopgirls intent on rehabilitating the reputation of a woman widely decried as a hoyden.


    She was still marveling over the stimulating conversation they’d shared over the parallels between the oppressions of women and of slaves, so she was startled when Trevor broke into her reverie.


    “Lucy, do you want to be a governess?”


    The question hit her like a punch. “I beg your pardon?”


    “Are you looking for a new situation because you have to or because you want to?”


    She hesitated for a moment before deciding on an answer that was not untrue, even if it did skirt the question somewhat. “For those of us who lack wealth, there is no difference between need and want.”


    “Bollocks.” Trevor slapped the leather seat next to him. “There’s always a difference. It might not be a difference that has any meaning given the circumstances, but it’s a distinction worth making, if only in one’s mind. What you said before about teachers and governesses being only upper servants who have more work than menial ones. Did you mean it?”


    “I was quoting Mary,” she said cautiously.


    “Yes, and I believe you cut yourself short. What did she say next?”


    “She, ah, referenced children being disagreeable and mothers unreasonable, and…” Lucy trailed off, suddenly feeling as if she were stepping into a trap.


    “And?”


    When she didn’t answer, Trevor said, “I’m perfectly capable of looking it up myself, so better you should save us both time and just tell me.”


    All right then. She looked him in the eye. “She said, ‘in the meantime, life glides away, and the spirits with it.’” It was the truth. She’d felt it more strongly each year, as if she had to let more and more of herself fade away in order to continue doing her job. She supposed some women thrived as governesses, but the horrible truth was that she found it mind-numbingly boring, even in situations in which she felt affection for her charges. But she always forced her way onward by reminding herself that governessing was the key to her independence. So it didn’t matter how much she disliked it, because she disliked the alternative more.


    Trevor gazed evenly at her, almost as if he hadn’t heard her. The only thing that interrupted his silent regard was the halting of the carriage as they arrived back at the hotel. Paying the driver, he helped her down, still unspeaking, and led her around back. They entered through the kitchen door and, setting his hat down on a butcher block, he waved his arm at the row of three gleaming stoves. “Do you know how to use one of these?”


    “I beg your pardon?” The phrase seemed to be passing her lips a great deal lately. It was just that she’d been on the brink of revealing a shameful truth—she’d hated her job, even though she’d been lucky to have it—but the opportunity to do so had apparently passed.


    “The fish we purchased at the market, remember? The one you insisted could not be brought into the home of an earl? We have to cook it, do we not?”


    “I thought you were the man of the people, not above doing your own marketing,” she said, still trying to catch up to the fact that they had moved on from the interrogation of a few moments ago and were apparently now bantering about a fish.


    “True. Not above it, but that doesn’t mean I do much of it. On my woman’s day off, I usually eat in a pub. Or make do.”


    She tried not to smile. “So what you’re saying is that we are in possession of a trout, but not of the skills to cook said trout.”


    “Apparently so. I can clean the damn fish, of course.” He gestured toward the stoves. “But I’ve no idea how to use one of these things.”


    “We lived by our wits for years, did we not? How hard can it be?” Squatting next to the nearest stove, she examined its inner workings, opening and closing the small door. Then she stood. She glanced around, her eyes alighting on the hearth. “I do know how to light a fire. That’s how we cooked the odd fish we were lucky enough to get back in Seven Dials.”


    He grinned and pulled a heavy pot down from a rack.


    Half an hour later, they sat on stools at the counter, enjoying the hard-won fruits—the hard-won trout—of their labor. “I think food one has made oneself tastes better than food one purchases ready-made, don’t you?” he said through a mouthful.


    She wanted to say that she didn’t want to be a governess. That she wanted to be her own woman, free to speak and move as she willed. That she wanted to invite the Countess of Blackstone to the next meeting of the Ladies’ Society in Support of Mrs. Wollstonecraft, because then things might actually start to happen. That she wanted to live in a world where women were considered autonomous persons worthy of respect. But she didn’t quite have the nerve. He was moving mountains to find her a new situation, after all. So she merely said, “Thank you.”


    He looked startled. “Come now, I’m being hyperbolic. The fish isn’t that good.”


    “No, not for the fish. For taking me in.” It needed to be said. As uncertain as she felt around him, she was grateful. If he’d turned her away, she might be dead by now. “For helping me when things were at their most awful. You did it before, and you’re doing it again.”


    He surprised her by reaching a hand out and touching her neck. It was as if his fingers were bewitched, for the skin beneath began to prickle and heat. Immobilized, unable to speak, she watched him. His eyes had followed his hand, and now it moved to pluck the jade off her chest. She’d worn it as a ring in Seven Dials with the stone turned inward, so she was less likely to be a target for thieves. But, after she left, she’d transferred the ring to a chain she wore around her neck. She hoped he wasn’t offended that she kept it hidden, but the teachers at Miss Grisham’s would have taken it from her, as any jewelry beyond a simple cross was deemed ostentatious.


    The chain was short, so he wasn’t able to lift the ring very far. He held it between thumb and forefinger and stroked his thumb over its surface. “We are bound together, Lucy Green.”


    He used her old name. She wanted to correct him but found herself under some sort of enchantment that prevented her from doing anything but breathing and hoping to God she wasn’t blushing. She wasn’t prone to blushing, but then again she wasn’t prone to having her neck touched by handsome gentlemen, either.


    “We are bound together.” Then he lifted his eyes from the stone to meet hers. “Why would you ever think otherwise? Why would you think I would do anything other than help when you asked?”


    It was like an ax to her chest. This was the kind of help an independent woman did not need. The kind of help she could grow to depend on, as she had in their childhood. And if her study of Mary’s life had taught her anything, it was that trusting men only led to heartbreak. After all, Gilbert Imlay, the father of Mary’s first child and object of her great love, rejected her and ultimately drove her to the brink of suicide. Later, her husband William Godwin, as well meaning as he might have been, ruined her credibility and reputation by publishing those blasted memoirs.


    Still, as much as she hated it, she needed Trevor. So instead of correcting her name or throwing his sentiment back in his face, she merely leaned back a little. Almost infinitesimally, in fact.


    It was enough. He dropped the ring, stood, and began clearing their dishes. “The problem with the enormously satisfying act of cooking for oneself is that it is inevitably followed by the considerably less satisfying act of wiping one’s own dishes.”


    They worked in silence for a few minutes, clearing up and tamping down the fire.


    “I need to make a trip—a business trip,” Trevor said as he dried his hands. “I’ll be gone for a week, perhaps two. I’d like you to stay here, keep an eye on the place.”


    She blinked, startled. “I’m sorry?”


    “I’ve got to go to Cornwall. I’m overdue—I was supposed to leave today. I’ve some copper mines to inspect.”


    “Because you’re a mining magnate, too.”


    “Yes.”


    She’d been jesting, but apparently in addition to being a merchant and a hotelier, he was a mining magnate. “And you want me to stay here.”


    “Yes. Blackstone and Emily are going to begin asking around, looking for a new situation for you, but it will take some time. Blackstone was going to have to come by and look in while I was gone. If you’re here, he won’t have to.” He fiddled with the dish towel. “Look, I’ll admit that I’m not rational about this place. I am more devoted to it than some mothers are to their children, or some gentlemen are to their horses. I know that nothing will happen if I’m absent a week or a fortnight, but…”


    “The Jade is everything you’ve worked to build.”


    “Yes.” After a pause in which he seemed to be staring into her soul, he said, “The labor is done. Now it’s all about furnishing the interiors, hiring staff. It can all wait till I get back. It will wait, because even though I like to pretend that the Countess of Blackstone is driving this, I am driving this.”


    “Of course.” She understood. She knew him. This wasn’t a mine in Cornwall. It might have been an investment like the mine in Cornwall, but it was also his hard-won home. “Everything has to be right.”


    He narrowed his eyes. “Exactly.”


    “I’d be happy to look after it for you. Honored, in fact.” It was true. Sentimental, but true.


    He smiled then, an honest-to-goodness smile, blossoming slowly but decidedly. He looked like a child being presented with a sweet. “I have a woman who comes in every day but Fridays. She leaves food, tidies the kitchen, and will take away laundry—speaking of which, a modiste is coming tomorrow at two o’clock. Order whatever you need. Consider it your payment for stewarding this place in my absence.” He hung the now-clean fish pot back on a hook near the fire. “You will, won’t you?”


    It sounded like a fair trade to her. “Yes, thank you.” Then, wanting to put him at ease, she teasingly added, “I shall order a dress for every day you are gone.”


    He furrowed his brow. “I wish you would.”


    He hadn’t recognized it as the jest it was. “What else do I need to know? Will you give me a key?”


    “Yes! I will give you a key!” He looked suddenly like a boy who had been told he could abandon his lessons. “And you should know about the library!” He grabbed her hand. She noted that he didn’t offer his arm in the formal fashion he had earlier. No, he took her hand in his, just like he had when they were children, and tugged her up and out of her seat.


    Up, up the stairs they went. She was beginning to see that as long as she stayed at the Jade, this was going to be a feature, these long, silent treks up and down the four flights of stairs to his fifth-floor apartment. But this time, the mood was different. The first time she followed him up, she’d noted that Trevor had grown into a handsome, powerful man. This time, the boyishness of his youth was in evidence. She panted keeping up with him as he took two stairs at a time, his long legs striding effortlessly upward, eventually leading her through the door to his private lodgings.


    Today, absent the forgiving glow of candlelight, she noticed how—well, she hated to say it, but how dirty everything was. He’d noted with pride that no one ever came into his private apartments, but perhaps someone—and by someone she meant a maid—should.


    They passed the door she knew led to his bedroom, and he led her back into the room where she’d dried her clothes by the fire last night.


    “This is the library,” he said excitedly. “Or it will be.”


    In the light of day, the room looked like a library that had been torn apart by thieves. There were books, yes, and there were shelves—floor-to-ceiling shelves lining three walls with an interruption only for the fireplace. Books were stacked everywhere—except on the shelves. They stood on the desk that graced the middle of the room and they perched in precarious piles all over the gleaming wood floors, so much so that a person had to navigate a kind of maze in order to walk from one end of the room to the other.


    The hotel was brand new. So she knew the library couldn’t have been more than a few months, or even weeks, old. Yet it looked as if it had been here forever, just that someone had forgotten to mate the books with the shelves.


    “I haven’t yet had time to devise a cataloguing system, or to set things to right in here.”


    “You don’t say.”


    He smirked. “But please do make yourself at home. Read whatever you like. If you can find it.” Striding to the far corner, he began shuffling through a stack of volumes. “Aha!” He held out his prize.


    It was Mary’s A Vindication of the Rights of Men. She smiled. “That would be the one you’d be drawn to, wouldn’t it?”


    “I admit I have not read her vindication of the fairer sex, but what makes you say that?”


    “She reveals herself as a republican in this one. It’s an attack on the aristocracy, is it not?”


    “I suppose it is.”


    She looked around, an idea forming. She did love a project. “How long will you be gone?”


    “A fortnight at most, perhaps less. The trip is poorly timed, but it can’t be avoided. The hotel is meant to open in a month, which doesn’t give me much leeway when I return to get it up and running.”


    “It isn’t just about hiring staff, you know. You’ll have to train them, too.”


    He scowled. “I hadn’t thought of that, but of course you are correct.”


    “Ideally, you’ll hire a butler and a head housekeeper first, and they’ll train the understaff. I imagine it’s not unlike the way a grand house is run, except on a larger scale. Your countess can help.”


    “I suppose, though she is new to grand houses—that wasn’t the life she had before she married the earl.”


    Lucy smiled. She truly did love a project. “I’ve lived in a few. I’ll help you.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Once Trevor was gone, Lucy was annoyed to find herself unable to stop thinking about him. The boy who had sent her away. The man who was preparing to do so again. Both of these versions of him at once, jumbled together. He may as well have been haunting her from Cornwall.


    She felt his absence, and, maddeningly, it wasn’t merely some abstract knowledge that he was missing. No, she felt it in her body. Her throat itched beneath the jade, where he had touched her. When she sat up in bed that first morning after he’d left and slid her feet over the edge onto the floor, she’d been hit hard by the image of his feet, large and strong as he climbed the stairs ahead of her in the candlelight. When she stooped to light the fire in the kitchen, she felt the proximity of his bare arms, just like when he’d rolled up his sleeves to help her cook the trout over the flames. Baking in the kitchen, where she’d begun trying to recreate the much-loved lemon biscuits of their youth, she would sink her teeth into an attempt and be transported back to childhood.


    What was the matter with her?


    She sneezed, her nose irritated by all the dust she’d been stirring up. It had the effect of pulling her out of her reverie by knocking some sense into her. “That is quite enough,” she said into the empty library. She couldn’t afford to be distracted by a man. She would be most grateful for the help he could offer, and then she would be on her way. Back to her independent life.


    She resumed her dusting with a vengeance. She knew better than this, had seen it too many times. A woman, whether highborn or low, indulges a passing attraction to a man—it didn’t matter if he was footman or her employer. Or a handsome, wealthy scion of industry. It never turned out. Even when it did turn out, it didn’t. She thought back to the Viscount Galsmith. He had a perfectly lovely wife, a kind, pleasant woman who loved him with all her heart. And he repaid her by attempting to force himself on the governess?


    And look at Mary: two suicide attempts on account of a man.


    Despite her resolve, a rogue thought crept into her mind: Trevor was as different from the Viscount Galsmith as it was possible for a man to be. And from Mary’s unworthy paramour Gilbert Imlay. Beneath his gruff exterior, he was kind, and selfless, and—


    No. Independence was the only way to be truly at home in the world. To be truly at home with one’s self. She must be ruthless with her unsettled mind.


    This was why it was important to have projects. Lucy was devoted to self-improvement and to seizing any opportunity for education. It started with her wanting to set a good example for the children in her charge, but that was only part of it. Learning to sing, or translating a book from French to English—these were worthy endeavors in and of themselves. Making a contribution to the world, however small, was always a noble pursuit. So was self-betterment, even if only for its own sake. It reminded a woman that she was a whole being, capable of many things and worthy of self-respect.


    Projects also helped occupy a distracted mind. And the coming days would be full of projects. Having finished the shelf she was working on, she began moving the books over. She’d already sorted them and written a concordance of sorts that would guide any user of the library to his or her preferred volume. All that remained was to place the books.


    She was enormously pleased that she’d made such rapid progress. She glanced at the window. Twilight was setting in. She’d finish with the books and take herself to bed early. Tomorrow she would tackle the sample room. And more importantly, tomorrow her society would reconvene. What a relief it would be to set aside the nonsensical whirling of her mind and get back to the higher mission that motivated her, that kept her putting one foot in front of another: rehabilitating the reputation of Mary Wollstonecraft.


    …


    “I’d like to convene the July meeting of the Ladies’ Society in Support of Mrs. Wollstonecraft.” Lucy beamed at the women who had managed to make it to the hastily called meeting. Since most of her members were governesses, it was difficult to ensure that the day lined up with as many members’ days off as possible. And she hadn’t been able to conduct her usual campaign of flattery and guilt to get the ladies to come out. It seemed that no matter how hard she tried, the others just weren’t as interested in Mary’s ideas as they ought to be. So she was pleasantly surprised when no less than a dozen women showed up.


    Of course, the impressive turnout probably had something to do with the fact that the meeting was being held inside the kitchen of the unfinished Jade Hotel.


    “Now, who was assigned to report on this month’s book?” Lucy asked, holding up the new copy of Maria, or the Wrongs of Woman she’d managed to procure using some of the coins Trevor had left her to cover incidental expenses. She would have loved it if the group were able to obtain enough copies of their reading material so every member could read each month’s selection. But as it was, scarcity meant that one member was assigned to read and make a report to the group.


    Everyone looked around except one woman, Matilda Williams, governess to the children of the Duke of Denham. She looked at the floor.


    “Miss Williams?” said Lucy, hoping against hope.


    “My oldest is getting ready for her come-out, see,” she said, at least having the good grace to look chagrined. “It’s been extraordinarily busy.”


    Lucy tamped down her irritation. She had to remember that these were not her pupils. They were her colleagues—women who instructed the next generation. If she could get them interested in Mary’s ideas, they could help spread them. But she needed to remember that she had no power other than persuasion. If she wanted to share Mary’s ideas, she had to proceed with care and not drive anyone away with her adamancy.


    “It’s no matter, Miss Williams. I shall summarize.” Clearing her throat, she straightened her spine. “This is one of Mrs. Wollstonecraft’s two novels. As you may know, her husband Mr. Godwin published it posthumously. You’ll recall that we were going to discuss whether this publication, as with Mr. Godwin’s infamous memoir, did its author any good. First, I should probably summarize the book.”


    “Ahem.”


    She looked up. “Yes, Miss Kipling?” Attempting to keep her tone neutral, she smiled at the woman, whom, frankly, she would just as soon not have in the group. Suzanne Kipling, governess to the Viscount Greening’s daughter, always had to be shushed and never did any of her assigned work. She was one of those members who appeared to give not a whit about the reading but showed up solely for the social nature of the meetings. It was maddening.


    “Perhaps we could have a tour first, Miss Greenleaf?”


    The question triggered a collective outburst of feminine enthusiasm as members murmured their agreement. Two even stood. Having the meeting at the Jade had probably been a mistake. She should have just held it in the park as usual, but she hadn’t wanted to miss a delivery of baking supplies scheduled for today. She was determined to get those lemon biscuits right, before Trevor returned.


    She sighed. What could it hurt? It was just like with her pupils. Sometimes you had to bribe them with biscuits to get them to do their lessons.


    


    The tour went on entirely too long. Lucy could not prevent the ladies from stopping to coo over the inlaid wood on the staircases or from opining on the number of private parlors Trevor was planning. Honestly, it was worse than herding a gaggle of small children in a sweets shop.


    By the time the group returned to the kitchen, several of the ladies begged off the discussion, and she spent a quarter hour trying to infect the remaining members with her enthusiasm for the book they were meant to have read. She tried to console herself that perhaps some of her messages were getting through. One didn’t always know where one was making a difference. Think of Mary! There wasn’t a day that went by that Lucy didn’t think of her heroine, but Mary, even if she’d been alive, would have had no idea that Lucy even existed, much less that she had been so moved by her words. All one could do was carry on, holding onto one’s convictions.


    Somewhat cheered, Lucy made for Hyde Park. The anticipated delivery had arrived during her meeting, so she was no longer stuck at the hotel. And she was enormously pleased with what she’d accomplished in the eight days Trevor had been gone, so she would permit herself a quarter hour of walking in the fresh air before she went back to work.


    Lucy tilted her face up to the sun and took a deep breath. She loved the park, the Serpentine in particular. She’d taken the older Galsmith girls there as often as possible when the family was in residence in town, lecturing them about the importance of appreciating nature. But in truth, they’d made the regular excursions because walking along the water, looking at the trees, temporarily ameliorated the drudgery of her life as a governess.


    She’d been genuinely fond of the girls, fourteen-year-old twins Elizabeth and Edith, and four-year-old Edna, but she didn’t really miss the work. She much preferred organizing Trevor’s kitchen to drilling the girls on their sums. She did miss the family’s Wiltshire estate, though, which they’d visited several times a year, leaving behind the soot and noise of London for the forests and hills that lightened Lucy’s heart. While in residence in Wiltshire, she and the older girls would set aside the schoolroom as much as possible in favor of outdoor lessons in botany and astronomy—at least until Lord or Lady Galsmith started remarking upon it and they were forced to return to Latin and sums.


    A London park was a pale substitute for the wilds of the estate, but it would have to do. Walking a path that meandered near the lake, she automatically stepped aside to let a group of oncoming riders pass. Except instead of passing, they stopped.


    Correction: one of them stopped, after murmuring something she couldn’t hear to his companions, who went on without him. A sinking feeling in her gut deepened as the man brought his horse around so he was facing her.


    “Well, if it isn’t Mary Wollstonecraft’s lightskirt protégé. My daughters have been asking about you.” She tried to assure herself that the Viscount Galsmith was not a threat to her, not in the park with dozens of people surrounding them. It didn’t matter, though. She could still feel his hands, entitled, tearing her bodice, grabbing handfuls of flesh as if he had more of a right to her body than she did.


    Though she wouldn’t have thought it possible, his eyes were worse. Leering, too-bright, they slid slowly down her body. At least his hands had provided a clear directive that stormy night, had galvanized her to act. Here in the park, surrounded by people, she could hardly run screaming because he had looked at her oddly. That would only label her a lunatic. And he knew it. Knew he held all the power, even without lifting a finger.


    “I regret that I had to tell my family the truth about you. About the whore you truly are.” He moved the reins to one side and shifted his weight, as if preparing to dismount.


    Lucy didn’t wait to hear what he would say next, didn’t care if she appeared unhinged.


    She just ran.


    …


    Trevor leaned forward and looked with impatience out the window of the carriage, watching familiar landmarks pass with excruciating slowness. He was home a few days earlier than he’d originally imagined, having managed to wrap up his business early. He’d purchased the mine in the end, but to be honest, he wondered if he hadn’t done so simply because a purchase seemed like the most straightforward, and therefore quick, way to complete the transaction. Typically, he would have done more on-site information gathering. He had rushed through it and was ashamed to admit that he had also rushed through his side trip to meet one of the men from Blackstone’s list, a lieutenant who had served under the murdered Captain Gelling and who had retired half a day’s journey from the mine Trevor had been inspecting. Under the pretense of having been a friend of Gelling’s, Trevor had drawn out the man’s stories and memories. But he couldn’t help but feel that his report to Blackstone that the conversation had yielded nothing of consequence was a little suspect. Truth be told, he’d kept having to remind himself to pay attention, distracted as he’d been by thoughts of home.


    Never had he wanted to get home more than he did now. It was what he’d been working so hard for all this time. A home that was as far from the room he’d shared with his mother—the room he’d been kicked out of when she was “entertaining”—than he ever could have imagined. He’d taken deprivation and turned it into luxury. Rickety, drafty walls had become solid and impenetrable. Dark had been illuminated with hundreds of candles.


    Home. It was a strange word. Not one that rolled off the tongue, at least for him. He felt like an infant, just learning to form the necessary sounds and to associate them with the matching concept.


    The problem was, he had to remind himself about the candles, the sturdy walls, the monogrammed towels. To make a decided effort to call to mind all the signifiers, the points of differentiation between Seven Dials and the Jade.


    Because otherwise all he could think of was Lucy, drying her hair by his fire. Lucy, lost in his dressing gown. Lucy, looking for all the world as if she had always been there.


    Lucy, wearing the jade he’d given her so many years ago.


    Lucy, whom he had to get out of the hotel and back into the life she deserved as soon as possible.


    It was the next order of business, in fact. After returning his hired carriage, he walked briskly through the streets, dodging afternoon shoppers on Bond Street. He had a rather impressive mews outside the hotel, ready to accommodate the ton’s finest horseflesh once the Jade opened, but he still hadn’t got round to buying his own cattle. Or hiring grooms, for that matter. Good Lord, he had a great deal to do. He’d concentrated all his efforts on the place itself—design, construction, even interior décor and furnishing. The physicality of the place was what the investors cared about. They wanted to see something concrete because they were wary about what was still a somewhat new idea, something to calm their jitters and to justify parting with a small fortune. But that didn’t mean he could postpone staffing indefinitely.


    Turning the last corner of his journey, he felt that familiar thrill when he saw the place. It never failed to delight him, the sight of his Jade. Most hotels in town had been created from converted rows of houses. He’d had a devil of a time convincing the investors that new construction was justified, but even they, once they saw it, had not been able to deny the power of its imposing beauty. Its five stories of red brick seemed to rise from the street like a regal, scarlet-clad queen. Wrought iron Juliet balconies tempered the effect, imposing an equally satisfying sense of order on the place. Luxury and structure—was there anything better in this world?


    The Jade had arisen from nothing, almost as if literally conjured by his dreams, and it was magnificent.


    But to be honest, when he had imagined this place, he hadn’t given much consideration to how it was actually going to work. He’d pictured guests in it, to be sure, but he hadn’t thought about who exactly was going to take care of those guests and make sure they had everything they could want. But what had he thought? That the details would magically take care of themselves? This was a new sort of venture for him. Unlike mines or ships, the Jade was exceedingly hands-on.


    What Lucy had said about the staff needing training had been nagging at him the whole trip. He needed to get started on that—today. He’d need to hire what? A butler? Did hotels have butlers? Certainly he’d need a head housekeeper, and an army of maids. How many? And footmen. These were the sorts of details he dreaded, but they would make or break the whole endeavor.


    Turning into the laneway, he stopped abruptly just inside the courtyard. The hairs rose on the back of his neck. Someone was coming. He kept himself still, held his breath, trying to make out a sound below the din of the city around him. Yes, there it was—footsteps.


    Closing the gate behind him, he crouched so he would not be seen by anyone who might approach. The steps grew louder. Someone was running. Panting.


    The gate crashed open.


    Lucy. What was she running from? Who was she running from? His heart thudded, his attention honed by the idea that she might be in danger.


    She streaked past him—she hadn’t noticed him. She was crying.


    Lucy was crying.


    Seeing her tears did something to him. It was as if a great hulking fist reached inside his body and started churning everything around, yanking things so that they crashed up against other things, leaving him suffocating and helpless. Something like this had happened to him once before, and that time he’d responded by getting her out of Seven Dials. By giving her up.


    She was struggling with her key, weeping openly as she wrestled with the lock. Her bonnet dangled loose down her back and several locks of hair had come unpinned and hung around her face.


    “Let me,” he said, aiming for a soothing tone as he laid a hand on her shoulder.


    Swinging around violently, she shoved him back with the arm that held the key. He tried to dodge the blow, but he hadn’t been prepared for that reaction. The tip of the key dragged across his face, making him wince.


    “Get off me!” she cried.


    “It’s me!” he said, trying not to shout but pitching his voice so it was louder than hers. “Lucy! It’s me!”


    Once she registered that it was him, she swiped her hands across her face, trying in vain to hide the fact that she’d been crying. But even if she’d been able to make the tears disappear, she couldn’t conceal the red blotches dotting her face and throat, or the fact that she was gasping for breath. “Oh, Lucy,” he whispered. “Lucy.”


    He opened his arms, not sure what to expect. To his astonishment, she stepped into them, placing herself in the circle they made, but bowing her head and covering her face with her palms, leaving him to snake his arms around her as she curled in on herself. Just as when she had first appeared at the door that stormy night, she permitted the embrace but did not participate in it.


    Last time he saw her cry—the only time he’d seen her cry—his strategy had been to get her out of the situation, away from the childhood that was slowly killing her. He could do it again. Whatever this was, he was stronger than it. They were stronger than it.


    He wanted to employ his usual method of not asking, of playing it calm, biding his time, and waiting for her to offer information. But she uncovered her face, and it looked so forlorn, so positively devastated, that it made him feel like he was suffocating. “Tell me.” He spoke too urgently, he knew, but could not seem to temper his tone. “What has happened? Who has done this to you?”


    He wasn’t even sure what “this” was, but he needed a name. A scapegoat. A person who could be made to pay.


    “It’s not about him, not really,” she whispered, nestling her head into his neck. His breath caught at this little show of trust from her, and he tried to hold perfectly still, to ignore the curious feeling of her smooth cheek resting against his stubble. But he could not ignore the surge of anger the word “him” triggered in his chest. It was like he was back in Seven Dials, fighting for everything—his next meal, his mother’s attention. Lucy’s well-being.


    “Him?” he echoed.


    Her small arms came together around his waist, and his heart sped up. No. This couldn’t happen. Lucy was not meant for him. She deserved more. Better. Grasping her shoulders, intending to push her away and save himself, he caught sight again of that beautiful face. It looked a little less bereft.


    She took a deep breath. “I’m just glad to be home.” Then her brow furrowed slightly, and she corrected herself. “I mean, I’m just glad to be back at the hotel.”


    I’m just glad to be home.


    He hadn’t heard anything after that, not really. He gave in, then.


    Just this one time, said the rational part of his mind, a useless cautionary directive to the other part—the part that compelled him to lift his hands from her shoulders and rest them on her cheeks. Her lips formed a surprised, pink O as his own came down on them. He went slowly, giving her time to react, to push him away, half hoping she would.


    She did not.


    And then, oh God, and then. He was kissing Lucy Green. Or Lucy Greenleaf, or whoever the hell she was. The girl who escaped. The girl who had come back to him. He was kissing her.


    And if he wasn’t mistaken, she was kissing him back. And then, heaven help him, she opened her lips. Just a little, so she could heave a breath in even as they continued to kiss. He could not resist, but he forced himself to keep the incursion minimal, allowing his tongue to penetrate a mere half-inch.


    She sighed.


    “God, Lucy,” he groaned, pulling away. He searched her face for any sign of distress and was rewarded by the impossibly alluring sight of her licking her lips.


    “Trevor,” she breathed, and it sounded like an invitation. So, knowing he was damning himself to hell, he let one hand glide down her shoulder. Unlike the dress she’d been wearing the day he left town, this one had been made for her. It fit properly, so when he allowed his hand to slide lower, coming to rest on her hip, it was all he could do not to devour her, but he held himself in check.


    Heaving another sigh, she palmed his face and brought it back to hers, pressing her lips against his once more. He’d been trying to keep things somewhat contained, but he hadn’t counted on her hands on his face, urging him onward. He did everything he could not to let her see the extent of his need, to move slowly and gently. It was torture. It was heaven.


    As they kissed, he traced her jawline, then let his fingers run over her throat. They caught on something.


    The jade.


    The jade he’d given her when they were children.


    The jade that reminded him she didn’t belong in the gutter.


    Or with a gutter rat like him.


    He pulled away, and she sagged briefly against the kitchen door before righting herself. She looked dazed and didn’t quite meet his eyes as her breath slowed.


    A sick feeling began to coil its way around his insides as he watched her avoid his gaze. Her kisses, though enthusiastic and so very sweet, had been unpracticed.


    He was no better than the men he’d been trying to get her away from all those years ago.


    He should apologize.


    Instead he said, “Who is him?”


    She hesitated, and it took him right back.


    …


    Lucy always could run like the wind. He often struggled to keep up with her as they bolted, laughing, from the scene of some minor crime or other, hands laden with their spoils. He was counting on it now. Because they had to go. Go fast. Everything depended on it.


    “Lucy!” he shouted, crashing into her makeshift shelter. Since he’d set her up here a week ago, he had carefully respected her privacy, pretending that the dirty blanket she’d draped over a bush to provide a small modicum of privacy was a proper door, one that he stopped and announced himself at before intruding. But not this time.


    She whirled, holding a knife. She might as well have stabbed it into his heart. This wasn’t the life Lucy Green was meant to live, armed, afraid, vulnerable. This was what Seven Dials did to girls once they hit a certain age. It was how it had happened to his mother, but it wasn’t happening to Lucy. Not on his watch.


    “What’s happened?” she asked, once she realized it was him and not someone who meant her ill. Though some of the fear left her eyes, they remained wary enough to ratify what he was about to do. He would think about those eyes when he did the impossible—when he separated them forever. Someday soon those eyes would be less afraid. They would regain some of that old spark they used to have, back when she was too young to earn notice by her mother’s customers.


    He would imagine those eyes, and the pain of losing her would be worth it.


    “Do you trust me?”


    A smile then. A real one. He would treasure it always. “Of course. You know I do.”


    He held out his hand, knowing that she would interpret what he was about to do as a breach of that trust. “Then we have to run.”


    And run they had, harder and faster than he would have thought possible. Lungs burning, muscles screaming, feet pounding, pounding, pounding on the cobblestones as he led them back to the spot where he’d seen the fine gentleman and lady alight from their carriage not five minutes ago.


    They’d been here before, a week ago, the gentleman on some kind of self-impressed quest to pluck a downtrodden boy from the gutter and send him to school. Trevor had heard the lady say then, in a pouty, petulant tone, that if her husband could have a boy, she wanted a girl. She wanted to be a patroness. Trevor had stood among the jostling boys, each begging to be the one taken, and inwardly sneered at her. With her cruel laughter, her entitlement, she wanted to play with their lives as if they were mere chess pieces.


    He had taken care to hide his face, lest the gentleman pick him. He needn’t have worried, though, because of course the man selected Hugh, who, though he looked like an angel with his golden curls, was Lucy’s chief tormenter. Trevor had only just allowed himself to feel some measure of relief that the awful boy wouldn’t be around to bother Lucy anymore when the man murmured to his wife, “Not now, dear. We’ll come back next week and get you a girl. Let’s get the boy settled first.”


    We’ll come back next week and get you a girl.


    Trevor had hardly left the spot in the week that had elapsed, that same refrain echoing through his head. Lucy had wanted him to keep her company under the bridge, but he’d declined, making up reasons to be away.


    So he could watch. Wait.


    And now their chance was finally here.


    “What’s going on?” Lucy said, panting as the crowd forced them to slow.


    He said nothing, just kept hold of her hand, ignoring the curses thrown their way as he elbowed through the crowd, towing her toward the front.


    “You deserve better,” he said, the furrow between her eyebrows telling him she didn’t understand. “Go back to the life you were born to.”


    And with that, he shoved her—hard. She stumbled into the open space around the carriage, drawing everyone’s attention, including the fine lady’s.


    The woman had been surveying the children with her lip slightly curled. But when she saw Lucy, her decision was made. How could it have been otherwise? The other children, the ones who mocked Lucy so mercilessly, were, in some sense right: Lucy was different. Lucy didn’t belong. She held herself differently. Her beauty shone through, despite her miserable circumstances.


    Lucy was better than them.


    And now she was going.


    His lungs were collapsing. He tried to tell himself it was all that running, but he knew. This was what it felt like to say good-bye to Lucy Green. Like his whole body was being crushed.


    He watched her straighten her spine as the lady bent to talk to her. She didn’t flinch when the woman’s gloved hand slipped into her own smaller, grubby one.


    He wanted to shout after her, to apologize, to explain. To say good-bye.


    Maybe if she looked back and saw him, he could somehow make her see everything that was in his heart.


    She climbed into the carriage, already looking the part. If not for her torn, dirty clothing and her tangled hair, she could be the fine lady’s daughter. Which only strengthened his resolve that he had done the right thing.


    If she would only look back, perhaps it would alleviate this sick, churning feeling in his gut, the pressure on his lungs.


    She did not look back.


    …


    “Him?” Lucy echoed, unable to grasp what Trevor was talking about—and trying to gain his attention, for he was staring off into space as if his mind were somewhere else entirely. It was all very confusing. A minute ago, she’d been allowing him shocking intimacies. And now that they were done, she couldn’t seem to do anything but look at his lips, full and red, lips that had so recently been on her, and try to subdue the odd buzzing in her belly, while he appeared completely unmoved, almost as if he’d forgotten she was standing right in front of him.


    His eyes snapped back to her face. “It’s not about him, you said. Who were you talking about? From whom were you running?”


    She had been fleeing the prospect of the viscount touching her, yet with Trevor, the same thing had felt so…wonderful. How could two men be so different?


    “Who was it?” he pressed, his tone growing angry.


    She shook her head. He’d been like this that day in Seven Dials, too, when he’d caught her fleeing her mother’s room. And now, like then, she didn’t want to burden him. It wasn’t his job to protect her. She could do that herself now. “I’d prefer not to say.”


    Trevor’s eyes narrowed into angry slits. “Is this about your reform activities? Your former employer? Has he harmed you in any way?”


    “No, no, it was…” She didn’t have a lie ready, and Trevor, always intuitive, seemed to have developed the ability to see into people’s minds in the years they’d been apart.


    He took a step back, fists clenched at his sides. A vein throbbed in his temple. “Tell me.”


    She tried to brush past him, because tears were threatening again. How could everything have gone so wrong so quickly? How had she let this happen?


    As his hand came down on her forearm, halting her progress, she answered her own question. Because this is what happens when you let a man get too close. You lose control of your own life.


    She pulled her arm away. Her impulse had been to retreat inside, to get away from him. But of course it was his hotel. One had to have a claim on a place to retreat to it. She was stuck then, not sure what to do or where to go. A hateful, too-familiar feeling.


    He must have sensed her uncertainty, for he sighed, and it seemed to drain some of the fight from him. Reaching past her to turn the key she’d left inserted in the lock, he held the door open, gesturing for her to precede him. “We’ll discuss this later.”


    Not if she could help it, they wouldn’t.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    An hour later, after he’d disappeared into his apartment to refresh himself and she’d had time to calm her nerves, Trevor knocked on Lucy’s door and asked her to come down to the kitchen with him. She very much feared that the “later” he’d invoked earlier had arrived. One again, it seemed, he had appointed himself her protector, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Clearly, the first time around, he’d saved her, but that time, there hadn’t been a specific person he needed to battle. She resolved not to tell him about Galsmith. It would only set him off bent on revenge. No good could come of it.


    So she was pleasantly surprised when he ran his fingers through his hair, then pressed his hands firmly on the work table in the center of the kitchen and said, “I’ve got to hire staff. Soon. Today.”


    Turning away for just a moment, she took a fortifying breath and tried to shake off the vestigial feeling of those hands sliding down her body. Then she pasted a smile on her face and turned back.


    “About that…”


    He eyed her suspiciously.


    She had given some thought to whether he was going to be upset by her meddling and decided that yes, yes he was. But that she was going to do it anyway. “I decided to, ah, see if I could get things started for you. I’ve interviewed candidates for butler and head housekeeper.”


    “You’ve what?”


    Now it was her turn to make a gesture of surrender. “I’ve merely pre-screened a few dozen candidates. I have two housekeepers and three butlers for you to see. You can see them all in one day—tomorrow if you like. And if none of them suits, you can start over.


    “It’s so difficult with prestigious posts like these, you know,” she went on, still unsure about how he would react. “When you advertise, people come out of the woodwork, disgruntled head footmen and the like. Just because someone has worked in a great house doesn’t mean those skills will necessarily transfer to a hotel. The logistics here will be enormously more complex, and one needs a keen mind and a flexible spirit more than one needs to know that the oyster fork nestles in the soup spoon. I certainly didn’t know that. I had to look it up—I did some research to prepare for the interviews.” She was babbling because she was nervous. She bit down on the inside of her cheeks to make herself stop.


    “I think you’re right. Thank you.”


    “If you consider it for a moment, I think you’ll see—wait. You think I’m right?”


    He raised his eyebrows. “You want to argue the point?”


    She shook her head mutely, not willing to jeopardize his easy agreement with further speech.


    “I would like to see your candidates tomorrow if it can be arranged. It would be a pleasant surprise to have some of the senior staff in place so quickly. It was good of you to do this. Thank you.”


    “Well, the successful candidates will have to give notice, of course,” she said dismissively, a little unsettled by the way his praise caused a fluttering in her stomach. “So anyone you retain tomorrow isn’t likely to able to start for a week or more.” She moved to the counter. “Sit. You must be hungry. I made a meat pie. Well, I tried to. I made it a little project to learn how to work the stove. You can’t open a hotel with non-functioning stoves. So I had a governess friend ask the cook in her house for instructions.”


    Really, the pie, all misshapen and sort of sunken in on itself, was rather embarrassing. She’d be better off to give him one of her attempts at the lemon biscuits, but she wanted that recipe to be perfect before he tried it. She opened a drawer and slid out a knife to cut him a slice of pie. His short inhale then, as if surprised, startled her mid-cut. She stopped. “It’s a little, ah, aesthetically compromised. But it tastes fine.”


    But he wasn’t looking at the pie. He was looking around the room. “You’ve unpacked the kitchen.”


    “Yes, well, I had the time, and it was going to need doing eventually.”


    Again she braced for outrage, or at least an annoyed speech about how she’d overstepped. It was just that she’d wanted to make herself useful, to leave the home he’d entrusted her with in better condition than she found it.


    Instead he simply said, once again, “Thank you.” His green eyes pinned hers, and for several moments they stood in silence, she fighting uselessly against a revival of the physical sensations that had overtaken her when they kissed outside. Though it was only his eyes, she could have sworn his devilish hands were back on her, sending shivers down her spine and causing warmth to pool between her legs.


    Then he broke the spell. “Now let me have some of that aesthetically compromised pie. I’m starving.” As she set the plate in front of him, he said, “Then you can take me on a tour and show me what else you’ve done.”


    She hadn’t even emitted a syllable of her planned protest when he, between bites, pointed his fork at her. “I know you. Don’t try to tell me there isn’t more.”


    …


    Damned if Lucy hadn’t made what appeared to be months’ worth of progress on the hotel in the space of ten days. The tour ended in the sample room. “My God,” he exclaimed when he stepped over the threshold. It was beautiful, the bed a stately, tidy centerpiece covered in pillows arranged just so. The drapes, which had been hemmed and hung properly, stood open to admit a cascade of sunlight. All that light, and there wasn’t a speck of dust illuminated. Everything was gleaming, yet the room managed to be friendly and welcoming. Towels were folded on the bureau, and a vase sat on the bedside table, filled with a riot of pink and white blooms. Not flowers he recognized—he wasn’t very good at that sort of thing—but they managed to be luxurious yet not stuffy. Just like the room. Just like he always hoped the whole hotel would be. “It’s exactly as I imagined it,” he said.


    “Truly?” Her voice, with its hint of incredulity, drew him back from his thoughts and reminded him that there was a woman behind all this. Probably no one ever complimented her. As a rich and successful man of business, the world fell over itself to commend him. Not the crème of the ton, the highest sticklers, perhaps, who turned up their noses at anything to do with commerce, but he wore their disdain as a badge of honor. The rest of them sent acclaim in the form of investments, fawning, and the like. By contrast, Lucy Greenleaf, who had devoted years of her life to raising and educating the daughters of polite society, had probably never received a single word of thanks or appreciation. He knew she hadn’t as a child. The schemes they concocted back then, however clever, were far more likely to attract condemnation than to earn praise.


    “Yes. I’ve always had a sort of abstract image in my mind’s eye of what I want this place to look like. But I haven’t been able to put it into words—hence the ridiculous number of things in here before. I thought trying every combination might help.”


    “I tried to make it how I thought you would like it,” she said, almost shyly.


    “This is it. This is exactly right.”


    She ducked her head, but not before he saw her pinken. Lucy Greenleaf had turned into a blusher! He thought he’d caught a hint of a blush that first night when he saw she still had the jade. Blushing was a trait that didn’t accord with his image of her. The girl he knew in Seven Dials was certainly not embarrassed by anything. She’d been unshakable. Unshockable.


    Suddenly, as ill-advised as it was, he wanted very much to shock the grown-up Lucy. “There’s only one thing wrong with this room,” he said. Her brow furrowed, and she looked around, trying to work out what his complaint could be. Watching her the whole time, he walked over to the bed and yanked the counterpane down, mussed the sheets, and threw one of the perfectly placed pillows on the floor.


    The blush deepened, but she didn’t break from his gaze.


    “This is how you would greet guests?” she exclaimed, incredulous. “You want the bedchambers of your paying guests to feature mussed beds?”


    “No. My guests will have your perfectly assembled, tidy beds, all wrapped up like exquisite presents. It is merely my own bed I prefer mussed. Or the beds of those whose rooms I visit.”


    She closed her eyes then, just for a moment, but it inspired an odd spike of masculine pride to know he’d affected her. He was a boy again, playing pranks on her. He shifted a little, his breeches having grown uncomfortably tight. All right, maybe not exactly like when he was a boy. What was the matter with him today?


    “There’s more,” she said, her voice wonderfully raspy as she stepped out into the corridor. “One more big thing I want to show you.” He sighed, unsure whether it signaled relief or disappointment. But she was right. This—whatever this was—was not wise. His job was to protect Lucy—always had been—not to taunt her. So he followed her, forcing his mind out of the gutter and back to the matter at hand. The hotel. His life’s work, which was not something he should have to remind himself to pay attention to. So he forced himself to attend to their surroundings—their gleaming surroundings. Even the corridor had not escaped her eagle eye. The wood-paneled walls had been waxed to a shine, and the dust that had settled after the laying of the floors had magically disappeared.


    His eyes caught on an object that lay on the floor, tucked almost out of sight where the edge of a Persian rug met the wall. He stooped to get a better look. “Spectacles?” he said, standing with them in his hand. Small reading glasses attached to a delicate silver chain, they quite clearly belonged to a female. Lucy didn’t wear glasses. He handed them to her and raised his eyebrows, trying not to show the annoyance he felt over the idea of someone he didn’t know walking the halls of the Jade in his absence.


    Her own brows furrowed as she accepted the glasses. Then a wave of recognition passed over her features. “Oh! Those are Miss Williams’s. She must have dropped them.”


    “And who is Miss Williams?”


    “An acquaintance—a fellow governess. A member of a reading group I’m part of. She wanted a tour and I—”


    “A tour?” he echoed, his voice rising. “Would this group you speak of have anything to do with your attachment to Mary Wollstonecraft?” He watched her realize her mistake as dismay washed over her otherwise smooth features.


    And she had. A dire mistake. He would have thought she’d know better.


    She nodded, abashed. “The Ladies’ Society in Support of Mrs. Wollstonecraft,” she whispered. “I am its president.”


    “You had a group of reformers here discussing a woman society condemns.” He didn’t even bother trying to temper his clipped tone.


    “They’re not really reformers. They’re mostly governesses, and there’s one or two—”


    “You had these reformers here in my home,” he interrupted. The home that depended on the investments of several of the ton’s most powerful men. Men who would be scandalized to learn that an unmarried woman was staying here to begin with, forget that she was championing the cause of the infamous Mary Wollstonecraft.


    “I’m sorry,” she breathed, looking stricken as she pressed her palms to her cheeks.


    “You can’t do that, Lucy,” he said, quivering from the Herculean effort required not to turn around and punch the newly gleaming walls. “I have too much at stake here.” He should explain. If he was going to be this angry, she deserved to know why. “The building and opening of this place required an enormous amount of money—more than I could free up from my various ventures. So I have a group of investors—the Earl of Blackstone, but also others. They’re a conservative lot. Tories, some of them. Highly placed. They don’t want their names associated with trade, so they’re jittery about the venture to begin with. If they ever found out that the Jade was hosting a society like yours, they’d pull their support.”


    Looking miserable, she said again, “I’m sorry.”


    That second “sorry” deflated him as quickly as the initial burst of anger had ignited. He was angry, yes, but he hadn’t meant to make her cower before him. Good God. She’d made a mistake, but he couldn’t exactly hold his own behavior today up as a model. First, he’d kissed her; now he was castigating her?


    A knocking then, coming from downstairs. He welcomed it. Because he didn’t know what to do next. How to explain. How to apologize—for everything that had happened since he got back.


    The knocking echoed up the empty stairwell. “Someone’s at the door,” she whispered, stating the obvious in a way that somehow made him feel wretched.


    He didn’t trust his voice. So, without a word, he turned and made for the stairs.


    …


    Lucy blinked rapidly, biting back tears as the Countess of Blackstone greeted Trevor warmly. The shame of the harsh scolding Trevor had issued stung all the more because he’d been right. She’d had no right to invite anyone to the hotel, much less a group whose business some would deem improper.


    “But I’ve not come for you, Trevor. I didn’t even know you were back.” Lady Blackstone glanced up and made eye contact with Lucy. Her brow furrowed, but just as quickly, it was replaced by a wide smile. “I’m calling for Miss Greenleaf.”


    Lucy curtsied as the visitor glanced between her and Trevor. The countess would have to be dimwitted not to sense the tension crackling in the air between them. Unfortunately, although they had only been briefly acquainted, Lucy knew the woman was anything but dull.


    “By all means,” said Trevor curtly, “don’t let me interrupt.” Bowing his head at each of them in turn, he pivoted and was gone. Lucy sagged back against the counter in relief.


    “What’s got his feathers all a-ruffle?” the countess asked, taking off her bonnet and seating herself on a tall stool adjacent to a work surface.


    “Oh!” Lucy exclaimed, spurred into action. “Don’t sit there! The parlors aren’t furnished yet, but we can at least sit at a proper table.” She gestured toward what would become the servants’ dining table at the far corner of the kitchen.


    “I like sitting up here,” Lady Blackstone said. “It reminds me of my childhood. I used to help my nursemaid make bread on a counter very much like this one. We’d invade the kitchen—much to Cook’s dismay—and get to kneading. My nursemaid thought it important for children to feel useful.”


    “I’m sure she was right.” Lucy relaxed a little as she contemplated the image of this fine lady with her arms covered in flour. “Probably that bread tasted better than any other because you made it yourself.”


    “You know, it did!” Lady Blackstone beamed. “I wonder if that would still be true?” She looked around, a mischievous glint in her eyes. “Have you the ingredients for bread?”


    Lucy let out a giggle that was half shock, half delight. “I haven’t any yeast, but I have been experimenting with some biscuits. I’ve been trying to develop a recipe for a tart but sweet lemon biscuit.” She refrained from telling her aristocratic guest she was trying to recreate infamous biscuits of her childhood, the ones Trevor used to steal because Lucy liked them. “I’m afraid I’m not much of a baker. My initial attempts went right into the rubbish bin, but I’m improving, so I’m optimistic. Perhaps you’ll be able to sample some next time you call, my lady.” She stopped herself there. That had been an overstep. Why would the countess call again? It wasn’t as if they were friends.


    “Yes, next time! But don’t call me ‘my lady’. I’ve told you, it’s Emily!” Lady Blackstone—Emily—didn’t wait for a response, just clapped her hands with excitement. “But I’ve forgotten the point of my visit. I think I may have found you a situation. A good one! The Clark family. I’ve met Mrs. Clark only a few times on the street—she lives around the corner, and we’re new to the neighborhood. But she has four daughters. Four! Can you imagine? She is determined they will marry well. I saw her in the park yesterday, and I told her about you and asked if she knew of anyone in search of a governess. I couldn’t have imagined she’d volunteer herself, but apparently the current governess is quite old, and her French is poor. Mrs. Clark is very keen on French—you do speak it, don’t you?”


    “Yes, and a few other languages, too,” Lucy answered, her heart sinking at the prospect of going back to governessing so soon. “Languages are a particular hobby of mine.”


    “Wonderful!” Emily clapped her hands again. “Then you must come for tea this afternoon and meet her. Trevor can come, too, to entertain Eric. Then the four of us will dine together after Mrs. Clark leaves, and with any luck, we’ll be able to toast your new situation!”


    “That is so kind of you,” said Lucy. And it was, she reminded herself. It was a better outcome than she had dared imagine. Less than a fortnight ago, she’d been on the street, and now, despite her lack of references, she was almost back in the security of gainful employment. It seemed that once again, Trevor was to succeed in pushing her away, sending her out into the same city he lived in, but into a life that would never overlap with his.


    “But?” said Emily, eyebrows raised.


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “I sense a but. This is so kind of you, but…”


    Yes. Trevor aside, there was also another “but,” which was that the idea of drilling four young ladies in French conjugation and suffering through four sessions of pianoforte practicing every day made her want to weep. Of course, she couldn’t say that any more than she could explain about the man who kept pushing her away. “But I don’t want to be the cause of the existing governess losing her position.” That was true, even if it was not the extent of it.


    “Oh, I’ve thought of that.” Emily waved a hand dismissively. “She can teach at my friend Catharine’s school. She runs a school for pauper children, and she’s always looking for teachers.”


    “Catharine and James Burnham’s school?” Lucy asked, temporarily distracted from her dismay.


    “Yes. You’ve heard of it?”


    Lucy nodded. Who hadn’t? All of London knew the outrageous story of the fallen viscountess who’d married a reformer and started a school with him. She had been unmasked in dramatic fashion at a masquerade held at a house of ill repute. Lucy wasn’t sure if it was that crime or the fact that she’d taken up the cause of universal education and started a school with her common husband that made Catharine Burnham so scandalous—both offenses were unseemly in the eyes of the ton. Either way, she wasn’t received by many in polite society, though apparently the Earl and Countess of Blackstone weren’t such high sticklers.


    “The Clarks’ soon-to-be-former governess is old. I can only imagine the energy required to be a proper governess to four girls. She’s bound to welcome the change. Teaching at the school will give her more independence, too—she won’t have to live in.”


    Exactly, thought Lucy. Being a governess meant giving up any measure of independence. One’s every action—eating, sleeping, taking holidays—was dictated by the whims of the family one served. Yet, she felt guilty for even thinking such selfish thoughts. The same was true of everyone who served. A scullery maid, for example, was also subject to the whims of the family she served, and her life was a whole lot harder than that of a governess. So Lucy pasted on a smile, determined to be grateful for this opportunity. A fresh start. This time without any books—there could be no evidence to connect her methods to Mary; otherwise she risked losing a third position because of her controversial methods.


    And a new position meant she needn’t continue being a burden to Trevor, which was a tremendous relief, not only because she bristled at having to rely on a man but because of the very confusing sensations that assailed her when she thought of their kiss in the garden. “Thank you, my lady.” The countess’s scowl prompted her to correct herself. “Thank you, Emily!”


    Her guest stood. “And now I will find Trevor, for unless I prevail upon him personally, I fear he will not show up tonight, preferring instead to fall back on his habit of immersing himself in work. Good-bye for now, Lucy,” Emily said. She grinned. “And I shan’t even ask permission to use your Christian name. After all, we are soon to be neighbors!”


    Lucy started to protest that although a countess and a governess might live in proximity to each other, they were hardly neighbors in the sense that they would fraternize or share their lives in any fashion whatsoever. But Emily was gone before she could form the words, leaving Lucy blinking in bewilderment, just as she’d been at the outset of the visit.


    Just as she’d been most of the day, in fact.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Trevor sat in the library surrounded by shelves of neatly arranged books. With increasing dismay, he paged through a document that had been left on the side table near his favorite chair. It was a neatly lettered guide, a cataloguing system listing the major categories represented in the library. Each category contained surnames of all the member authors. Greek Drama: Aeschylus, Euripides, Sophocles. Politics: Everything from Burke to, of course, Wollstonecraft. And she’d drawn a heart around the latter name.


    She might as well have shoved a knife through his actual heart.


    He was a blackguard. An utter numbskull. It was just that the idea of strangers walking around his hotel—his home—while he was away…well, it made him twitchy. Add in the fact that those strangers were discussing Mary Wollstonecraft? It was too much to countenance.


    Most people worried about their children. He worried about the Jade. Perhaps it was an unfortunate side effect of his career in espionage, but he could imagine every possible ill befalling the place. But all he would have had to do was tell Lucy he didn’t want people here while he was gone. Tell her to suspend her reforming ways until they could get her settled in a new situation. He’d already told her he wasn’t rational about this place. He just needed to say…what? I’m concerned that your friends aren’t really governesses, but crazed burglars. Or perhaps French spies who will tell my investors that I’m harboring an unmarried female reformer.


    Also: I’m sorry I kissed you before I yelled at you.


    Yes. He was a beast.


    It was time to get ready for dinner. The last thing he wanted to do this evening was dine at the Blackstones’. But however much one preferred to barricade oneself in one’s library and get thoroughly foxed, one didn’t say no to Countess Emily. Besides, he consoled himself, it would be good to talk to Blackstone about the mines. The earl looked to Trevor for investment counsel and was awaiting a report on the Cornwall trip. And he would have to report that he’d turned up nothing from Gelling’s former lieutenant.


    Trevor got up and went into his bedchamber. She hadn’t been in his room. He peered into the sitting room beyond. No sign of her crusading tidying there, either. The layer of dust that had covered everything since some plaster work had been done remained undisturbed. Nothing in the apartment apart from the library and the foyer had been touched. It was as if she sensed his desire for privacy and kept herself to the more public areas—the foyer and library he’d invited her to use. She had been careful not to intrude, and for some reason, that made him feel even more contemptible.


    He shucked off his shirt and lathered his face with soap. Time to go get Lucy a new job. She didn’t have notice to give, so if things went well with this Clark family, she could start tomorrow.


    She’d be back on the correct path, which was a relief because she obviously wasn’t safe here with him.


    …


    Blackstone had been careful not to mention Lucy. A little too careful, Trevor thought. He’d felt the spymaster’s signature intense scrutiny as he and Lucy had been ushered into his friend’s town house. No doubt Blackstone could sense the waves of tension flowing from both of them. The silent carriage ride over had been excruciating. Trevor had intended to apologize, but he hadn’t known where to start. Every time he opened his mouth and turned to her, she’d been staring intently out the window as if the streets of London were paved with gold and therefore worthy of her uninterrupted attention, and the words caught in his throat.


    He wondered what she was doing now. Was she making a good impression on Mrs. Clark? Had the woman brought her daughters to meet their prospective new governess? “What about this Clark family?” he asked, trying to sound unstudied. He and Blackstone had been hustled upstairs before he could catch a glimpse of the scene in the drawing room. And in the last hour, they had discussed the mines, the murdered officer, and, uncharacteristically, the latest issues before Parliament. Emily had inspired her husband to finally take up his seat in the House of Lords, and dashed if the earl wasn’t taking the responsibility moderately seriously.


    The one thing they had decidedly not discussed was the Clarks. And Lucy.


    Blackstone raised a brow. “What about them?”


    “Do you know anything about them? He’s a second son, isn’t he? Where does the money come from? Was Mrs. Clark an heiress? Who are her people? Do they spend all year in town, or have they a country property?”


    “Her people? Since when have you ever cared about bloodlines?”


    “Of course I don’t care about bloodlines. I just want to know that they’re…” He trailed off. What did he want to know? And more importantly, why?


    “You want to know that she’s going to be well treated,” Blackstone said. Trevor didn’t know whether to be grateful that his friend had so succinctly captured his thoughts or annoyed that his thoughts were so apparent. You want to know that she’s going to be well treated. Though his mind screamed its agreement, Trevor merely shrugged.


    “I don’t know much about them,” Blackstone continued. “If Emily recommends the situation, I’m inclined to trust it. But I can look into it.”


    Of course he could look into it. The man had the resources of a massive intelligence ring at his fingertips. “I would appreciate that,” Trevor said.


    “They get to you, don’t they?” One corner of his Blackstone’s mouth quirked up.


    Trevor was saved from having to answer by the arrival of Emily.


    “Gentlemen.” She shot her husband a passing but fond glance and made for Trevor. “Miss Greenleaf is taking a moment to refresh herself before we dine, so I have decided to seize the opportunity to meddle in your affairs a bit, Trevor.”


    “Ha!” barked Blackstone. “Better you than me, my friend.”


    “Lucy does not want to be a governess.”


    “I beg your pardon?” That was the last thing he’d expected Emily to say. When she’d announced her intention to meddle, he’d imagined forged character references for Lucy, or prying about their shared childhood.


    “You should have seen her. I haven’t known your friend very long, but I would characterize her as a vibrant woman. Intelligent, engaged. Charming, even. Do you agree?”


    He could only nod. Lucy was all that and more.


    “Well, during our interview with Mrs. Clark, she became a different person. Withdrawn, docile.”


    “I suppose she was trying to act the part? Aren’t governesses supposed to be meek, unassuming? Perhaps as an extension of the axiom that children should be seen and not heard?”


    “Aha!” Emily wagged her finger at him. “That’s exactly my point. Perhaps those are the qualities society expects of its governesses. But clearly those are exact opposite of the traits your Lucy naturally possesses.” She took a step toward him, as if addressing a jury. “It was as if she was trying to twist herself into a too-small mold. Stifle herself. And what about the Ladies’ Society in Support of Mrs. Wollstonecraft?”


    “What about it?”


    “She was positively vibrating with excitement when she told me about the group. I gather she’s been trying to run the society in secret all these years while she’s held various posts, holding clandestine meetings in parks. But she’s determined that this time, with the Clarks, no one will know of her admiration for Mrs. Wollstonecraft. The society cannot survive if she accepts this post.”


    He was starting to feel sick. He didn’t want the society meeting at the Jade, but that didn’t mean he wanted her to have to disband it when it clearly meant so much to her.


    “Let me give you one piece of advice,” said Blackstone, who had been sipping brandy and watching the exchange between his wife and friend in silence until now. “Do not get between a woman and her cause.”


    “What else can she do, though, if not be a governess?” Trevor asked, increasingly unsettled. He thought back to their first morning together, the day they’d done the marketing. He’d outright asked her if she wanted to be a governess, and when she didn’t answer, he’d let the matter drop but not before pressing her to finish the quote from Mary Wollstonecraft she’d been reciting. Life glides away, and the spirits with it.


    Why hadn’t he heard what she wasn’t saying? The idea of Lucy contorting herself in order to play a role that didn’t suit her made him feel ill, as if he’d had too much to drink. Yet he hadn’t even touched the glass of brandy Blackstone had poured for him.


    Emily stared at him for a long, silent moment. Then she folded her hands almost primly and straightened her spine, playing the aristocrat, though he knew full well she was a radical reformer who was only assuming the role because it suited her just now. “She can teach at Catharine’s school.”


    “She’s not teaching at Catharine’s school,” said Trevor at the same time that Blackstone said, “Is that your answer for everything?”


    “Catharine is thinking of pulling the older girls out into a separate class and running a reading group. Burke, Rousseau, Wollstonecraft. When she meets Miss Greenleaf, it will seem as if she was sent from heaven. It’s perfect. She’s perfect. She can stay here until she finds rooms. Or there are a few rooms at the school if she’s interested in supervising the girls’ dormitory.”


    The idea landed with a thud in Trevor’s gut. It was perfect. She was ideally suited for the job.


    “No,” he said.


    “I’m not asking your permission,” Emily said calmly. “I merely thought to consult you since you’ve been acting as her champion. But you have no authority over her.” She smiled. “I think Mrs. Wollstonecraft would agree.”


    “I have to concur, my friend,” said Blackstone. “It’s up to Miss Greenleaf.”


    All he could do was shake his head. Lucy was not moving into Catharine’s school. She would be swept away, lost in all these women’s causes. It wasn’t that he didn’t support them in the abstract. God knew, given the wretched life his mother—and Lucy’s—had led, forced to sell themselves out of desperation, he could probably sympathize with many of Mrs. Wollstonecraft’s ideas, but… He clenched his jaw. But nothing. She wasn’t going to start openly teaching about Mary Wollstonecraft. Aligning herself publicly with such an infamous woman was not the way to the peaceful, settled, comfortable life that Lucy should be leading.


    Not on his watch.


    …


    Lucy couldn’t sleep. Really, how could anyone be expected to sleep after the day she’d had?


    As if her frightening encounter with the viscount wasn’t enough, it had been followed almost immediately by that kiss with Trevor. If one could even call what had happened a kiss. She had the distinct sense that the categories of meanings she had been attaching to certain words were, in fact, falling short of reality. A kiss, she’d thought, was the touching of one’s lips to someone else. In ascending order of scandalousness, that would mean someone else’s glove, skin, or even lips.


    But when she’d imagined the act, she’d never understood the sensations it would contain. She hadn’t known a kiss could feel so…urgent.


    Later, she had been so proud to show him all her work. And she had worked unceasingly, always holding in her mind’s eye the image of what she imagined he would like—a place that was luxurious but not prim, rich but warm. She’d been nervous to show it to him, then so enormously relieved by his approval.


    And then, out of nowhere, the anger. She’d known the hotel was important to him, singularly important, even. But she had erred by not appreciating the full extent of his sentimental investment in the place.


    The worst part was he had been right. This wasn’t her home. What had possessed her that she thought she could just invite a crowd of people over while he was away? And this after he’d entrusted her to look after the place, she having shown up on his doorstep a mere two days prior? She would have been angry, too. Every time she thought of it, of his face when he picked up the spectacles, the shame washed over her anew, making her tongue taste like metal.


    Then there was Mrs. Clark. Perfectly nice, perfectly polite Mrs. Clark. She even seemed to love her daughters in a way that many women of the ton did not. She’d talked about them with such animation, describing her marital ambitions for the two oldest, about to make their come-outs, with palpable affection and hope.


    It would be an ideal situation. Much better than any she’d had before.


    So she should just roll over and go to sleep.


    The problem was Trevor. The thought of his lips on hers and his hand roaming along her waist would have been enough to inspire a night of tossing and turning. And these things were indeed haunting her.


    But at the moment, her sleeplessness was more about the fact that the man would not be still.


    He was pacing above her head. The sample room was one floor below his apartment, and he’d been walking the uncarpeted floors above her for at least two hours. She’d thought when she was up there working on the library that the vast expanses of hardwood could use the visual—and, it turned out, functional—softening of some carpets. But of course she would never presume to make any substantive changes to his personal quarters.


    With a sigh, she threw back the covers. Overheated, she didn’t bother with the wrapper she’d ordered from the modiste and marched out the door clad in her night rail. If she was going to be up all night, she could at least make herself a tea tray. She’d been too upset to do more than push her food around at dinner. The prospect of life with the Clarks combined with being the focus of Trevor’s angry and unbroken regard had chased her appetite away.


    But now she was hungry. Pattering down the stairs, she thought about the lemon biscuits. About making them with Emily, to be specific. It sounded like an adventure, like something friends would do. But once she was governess to the Clark girls, that would be the end of that. She almost laughed—imagine the idea of a governess spending her half day making biscuits with a countess! It was too absurd!


    Still, a lemon biscuit would be just the thing right now. She’d have to settle for plain old bread and try another batch of biscuits in the morning. For tomorrow’s version, she would experiment with adding more butter.


    Once in the kitchen, she set about cutting a few slices of rye, still taking satisfaction in how well organized and tidy the room was in response to her efforts these past days.


    “Can’t sleep?”


    “Ah!” As she jumped, the knife she’d been using nicked the outside of her first finger. She stuck it in her mouth and turned. Trevor had been utterly silent in his approach. Was there no escaping this man and his ever-present scrutiny?


    He closed the distance between them in a few strides, tugged her hand loose from her mouth, and pulled it to his chest, gathering a handful of his fine linen shirt and wrapping it around the wound. It was rather like they were holding hands, but with a clump of linen in the way.


    “You’ll ruin your shirt!” She tried to pull away, but his grip was iron.


    “I don’t care.”


    The silence between them drew out, becoming uncomfortable, charged with something she couldn’t identify. Was he going to do anything besides hold her hand and stare at her? It seemed important not to look away—to do so would have felt weak somehow, would have betrayed her unease.


    Oh dear heavens, he was going to do something else. He lowered his head. So slowly—so agonizingly slowly. Another kiss would complicate matters, possibly beyond saving. But she couldn’t bring herself to stop him. In fact, she was rather shamelessly lifting her mouth to meet him, her breath growing audible.


    Just as his lips—finally!—were about to touch hers, he made a detour, and placed them next to her ear. The huff of his breath against her skin made her shiver. “You never answered my question,” he whispered.


    Her mind, still reeling from the shock of having misjudged his intentions, struggled to catch up. “Yes. I mean no, I couldn’t sleep.”


    Another short exhale next to her ear. “Not that question.”


    She pulled back against his grip again, and this time he let her take a step back, but he did not surrender her injured hand. That step back might have been an error, for although she was out of range of those dangerous whispers, now she was forced to look into his knowing eyes.


    “Before I left town, I asked you if you wanted to be a governess. You never answered. And now Emily says you do not.”


    “I said no such thing to the countess! I’m enormously grateful to her for vouching for me with the Clarks.”


    “You still haven’t answered the question.”


    He was a snake charmer, commanding her with those blasted eyes. She never could lie to Trevor. As children, the pair of them had lied to anyone and everyone in service of their schemes. But she’d never been able to lie to him, not even long enough to play a proper jest on him. Though she tried to prevent it, the truth bubbled up through her throat, across her tongue. “No.”


    “Well then.” He released her hand, and it seemed to cut the cord between them. The flame went out in his eyes, and they, too, released her. She heaved an involuntary sigh, passively letting him move her hand so he held it next to a candle. He bent to examine the small cut by the light of the flame. It had stopped bleeding. “There. That’s fixed. Now to fix the rest of it.”


    She laughed, but it sounded too gay, forced, even to her own ears. “You’re very kind, but there’s nothing to fix!”


    Ignoring her, he went to the counter and picked up the abandoned knife. “But first, we eat. I’m bloody starving.”


    …


    Why hadn’t he thought of it before? It was the obvious solution to Lucy’s employment problem, even if it was an enormous risk. He watched her tidy up after their midnight meal. She moved with grace and efficiency, putting things to right with as little fuss as possible, looking like she’d spent a lifetime at work in this kitchen. The arrangement that was taking shape in his mind would benefit him, too, despite its potential danger. In fact, he had a feeling it would be just what the Jade needed.


    “Sit,” he said, when he decided she’d moved from legitimate tidying to fussing-fueled avoidance. She obeyed, but he could tell she was apprehensive by the way she pressed her lips together and looked a little too intently at him. She did that when she was nervous—she probably thought it made her appear undaunted, but he saw through it. It was oddly satisfying to know someone well enough that you could see their subterfuge. “I have a proposition for you.” He cleared his throat. “But first, an apology. I acted horribly this morning. I’m sorry.” He hoped they could leave it at that.


    “No, I’m sorry. Of course I should not have had people here.”


    He waved his hand in a gesture of dismissal, wanting to forestall a spiral of competing apologies. He had, of course, meant his apology to cover everything: his explosion of temper, yes, but also their ill-advised interlude in the garden. But he couldn’t quite bring himself to address that part of their day directly and could only hope that what he had said—and would say next—would smooth over everything. “Now, the proposition. I think you should work here.”


    She recoiled slightly, frowning. “Just because I don’t particularly relish the idea of another post as a governess doesn’t mean I want to be a maid!”


    “Give me a little credit, Lucy! I’m not asking you to be a maid. I want you to be in charge. Like a housekeeper—or perhaps steward is the more apt analogy. Or manager—I think that’s what other hotels have. We’ll call it whatever you like.”


    “Trevor, you’re very kind. But you can’t just—”


    “Look what you’ve done in less than a fortnight here. This place was not ready to open. It still isn’t, but it’s a great deal closer now, thanks to you. And I believe this sort of work suits you in a way that perhaps your governess duties did not. You’re always ready to take on anything, you seem to enjoy solving problems, and you have a talent for details I lack. It was always that way, wasn’t it?”


    She smiled. With luck, that meant he was winning her over.


    “There was the Great Cake Heist of 1795, which you so recently referenced. You had the raid on that bakeshop well planned,” she said, “but you forgot to bring anything to transport the cakes in.”


    “Ha!” And he’d thought he had no happy memories from those days. “My point exactly. I’d been accustomed to stealing those biscuits, which were much less bulky. You showed up with a cart and saved the day.”


    Her smile disappeared. “It wasn’t right—all that stealing.”


    He reached out to touch her hand but stopped short. He had to stop touching her. She was not for him, so it was time to adopt some of the ton’s blasted honor. So he simply said, “I know.” He thought about adding that they’d stolen because they were hungry, that the true crime was a society that let its children starve. He might also have reminded her that the spoils of the Great Cake Heist of 1795 were enjoyed by a dozen hungry families—it was almost like they were a pair of Robin Hoods. But she had become so serious in the years they’d been apart, and he wasn’t sure she would appreciate the distinction.


    “My point,” he pressed on, “is that, yes, I can hire staff. But I need someone in charge, someone to keep all the moving pieces in mind, oversee the deliveries, the accounts. Someone to…make sure things are right.”


    “And shouldn’t that be you?”


    “No. It should be you. You’ve a knack for it. You always were so logical, so analytically minded. And I have to travel with some regularity.” He paused, tasting the bitter truth in his mouth. “You saw what I was like this morning. I’ve told you, I’m not rational about this place. It should be just another investment, but…”


    “But it’s your home,” she finished softly.


    All he could do was clear his throat. To agree made him too vulnerable.


    “Trevor, be reasonable. I can’t let you do this. You have said that your investors are conservative men. They won’t appreciate a woman managing their hotel, much less…”


    She spoke the truth, but he was decided on this course of action, despite its inherent danger, so he came back with a jest. “Much less a woman who parades around town whipping governesses into a frenzy of reform based on the ideas of that hoyden Mary Wollstonecraft?”


    She smiled, but he could tell she still wasn’t convinced.


    “The way I see it, you working here solves your problem and my problem.”


    She was silent for a moment before asking, “Would I have authority over the staff?”


    He bit back a triumphant laugh—he was winning her over. “Yes.”


    “Open, acknowledged authority? Even though I’m a woman? What about your investors?”


    “Presumably you’re not going to stride around wearing breeches, bullying the staff in order to get what you want. I will introduce you as my agent, empowered to make decisions on my behalf, but I’ll expect you to conduct yourself with decorum and subtlety.” He took a deep breath. Here was the hard part. “But there is one condition.”


    “Which is?”


    “There can be no meetings of your society here.” He hated to forbid the thing she seemed to hold most dear, but there was no way around it. “None. Not a whisper in this hotel about Mary Wollstonecraft. As you’ve noted, it will be difficult to get the investors to accept your mere presence. They cannot know about your inclinations toward reform. I won’t take needless risks.”


    She pressed her lips together, but she nodded. “I understand, but I won’t give Mary up forever.”


    He was about to protest, but she held up a finger and continued. “You are correct in the sense that the sort of work you are offering me is much more to my liking than governessing. I will agree never to breathe a word about my political beliefs here, but you can’t stop me from doing what I like when I’m not working.”


    Again, he tried to protest, but the finger, still held aloft, floated higher.


    “I understand the risk you speak of,” she went on. “I’m not naive—anymore. I learned the hard way with my last two posts.”


    He still wanted to know the name of her former employer. When he’d caught her running as if frightened by something—or someone—combined with a few cryptic remarks she’d made about her last situation still had him wondering if there was something there. “You learned the hard way. What does that mean, Lucy?


    “Nothing.”


    “Who was your last employer?”


    She just shook her head. “The point is, I promise not to do or say anything in public that would endanger the hotel. But in private, I can say what I like to my friends—my friends who certainly share no social bonds with your investors.”


    He sighed, about to acquiesce, for she was right: he couldn’t reasonably control what she did in her time off. But it seemed she wasn’t finished talking.


    “I will remain in your employ long enough to ensure that the hotel opens and is running smoothly—say six months. That’s sufficient time to get the hotel running properly. It will also give me enough time to gain the necessary experience to obtain a position as a housekeeper in a great house. If you will write me a character reference, I’m sure I can find a permanent position more suited to my constitution than governessing.


    “It’s better this way,” she added, smiling at him with what he thought might be a tinge of sadness. “After I’m gone and the hotel is operating successfully, you can hire a completely uncontroversial, completely male manager to replace me, and then you won’t have to be looking over your shoulder all the time as it relates to your investors.”


    He couldn’t argue with her logic. In fact, she was proposing exactly what he’d been trying to do since she arrived—what he had always tried to do: propel her up and out of the gutter, into the life she deserved. He could see her in his mind’s eye as the housekeeper of a great house. Held back no longer by anything—or anyone—from her miserable past, she would have her own empire. She would excel, thrive.


    She would he happy.


    And before she left, she would ensure the Jade was a success. It was the perfect plan. So he swallowed a lump that had lodged in his throat. “Six months, then.”


    “Six months,” she echoed.


    Lucy and Trevor, together again. He’d never been a believer in providence, preferring instead to put his faith in hard work and self-determination. But why else was she here, when the likelihood of either of them surviving, much less of them finding each other again, was so low as to be nonexistent? Suddenly, irrationally, it felt as though Lucy had arrived on his doorstep that rainy night precisely for this reason. So he could save her, and she could save the Jade.


    He stuck out his hand for her to shake. If, after she extended hers with a smile, he lingered a bit longer than was appropriate, memorizing the feel of her small, warm hand in his, it was only because he wanted to remember it when she was gone.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “My apologies for making you wait,” Trevor said as he entered the kitchen. “I got lost in some ledgers. I hope everything isn’t cold.”


    Lucy set down the shears she’d been using to trim some peony stems. She’d hardly seen Trevor the past week, he’d been so busy working upstairs in his apartment.


    “What is all this?” he asked, sweeping his hand over the piles of flowers and branches she had laid out on a work table.


    “I’m trying to learn flower arranging.”


    “In all your free time?” he teased, moving over to the domed dishes that were the point of his appearance in the kitchen.


    “Self-improvement projects are important,” she said, aware of how prim she sounded. “It’s what I always told my pupils, and the best way to teach is by example.”


    He quirked a smile. “And what other projects have you embarked upon?”


    She thought of the lemon biscuits but didn’t say anything, because she wanted them to remain a surprise. “I used to spend a great deal of time translating.”


    “Mary’s works?”


    “Oh, no, those would be too ambitious. Smaller, less dense prose. Often I would work with my young ladies to translate nursery rhymes into French.”


    “Translation, I can see. But flowers? What’s the point?”


    “There needn’t be one. Self-improvement for its own sake is a worthy pursuit. Mastering skills bolsters one’s self-respect.” She brought forks and knives and set them on the table. “However, in this case, I would argue that there is a point. The hotel will have to have flowers.”


    “Touché,” he said, lifting the lid of the dish nearest him. “This smells wonderful.”


    She turned away to fetch plates and serving spoons, but her attention was drawn back to him by a moan. His eyes closed in what appeared to be utter pleasure.


    Lucy permitted herself a small pride-fueled smile. She’d been working every moment to ensure Trevor didn’t regret his decision to bring her aboard as manager. She was getting a terrible lot done—and quite effectively and efficiently, too, if she did say so herself. She was a little surprised, and a lot gratified, to find that after they shook on their arrangement, he’d left nearly everything to her. In fact, she’d hardly seen him except in passing. He shut himself up in his library for long hours at a time. No wonder he’d become so rich—it seemed all he did was work. A part of her fretted that he might be avoiding her, but there was nothing to be done about it. He’d hired her to do a job.


    So she’d hired a butler named Davies, a middle-aged, unsmiling man who seemed the perfect caricature of an English butler and who came with excellent characters. Working with him, she’d hired a contingent of maids, footmen, and grooms, some of whom had already begun work, undergoing training and helping to ready the place for opening.


    She’d even narrowed her search for a chef down to three, the second of whom had sent over the sample meal Trevor was so obviously enjoying.


    “What is this?” he asked through a large mouthful.


    She glanced at the card Chef Bellanger had sent along with the meal. “Ah, I believe that is roasted chicken with cognac cream sauce. I gather it meets with your approval?”


    “You haven’t tried it?” he asked, as he shoved in another bite.


    “I didn’t want to bias you. The decision is ultimately yours. But to my mind, if you want the food here to rival that of the Clarendon, Monsieur Bellanger is the most promising candidate.” They had tasted a meal a few days ago from another applicant, and though it had been very good, she wasn’t convinced it could live up to the reputation of the dining room at their main competition. She lowered her voice. “I’m not even sure that last chef was actually French. His accent seemed a little off.”


    Trevor had been watching her silently as he stood at the counter shoveling food into his mouth. “Are you done talking?” he asked through a mouthful of chicken. She nodded, and he scooped up a large bite and held it, balanced on the tines of a fork, to her closed mouth.


    She hesitated. She should probably turn away and fetch her own fork. But there was something about having him so close that caused warmth to spread through her body. While he was closeted in his apartment, she was brisk, efficient. But when faced with Trevor in the flesh, God forgive her, she felt a little bit wanton.


    So she opened her mouth. The rich cream sauce was spiked with a tangy orange flavor that was unlikely, yet…perfect. “Oh my goodness,” she whispered.


    He kept her gaze for a long moment before moving around and peeking under the domed lids of the other plates, one after another. “What else do we have here?” he asked, voice lower than usual.


    She cleared her throat and consulted the menu. “Well, we were meant to start with asparagus, so perhaps we should find that and taste the dishes in order.”


    Ignoring the suggestion, he upturned another lid. “Aha! The pudding!”


    “It’s a chocolate pot du crème,” she said, looking down at the menu. “It’s meant to be served with a dollop of cream, which must be somewhere else—”


    “It’s bloody brilliant, is what it is!” His eyes were closed in ecstasy, and Lucy found herself uncomfortably warm.


    “We do have a third candidate sending over dinner tomorrow,” she said, “but perhaps I should just tell him we’ve already…” She trailed off because Trevor was holding a dollop of the pot du crème in front of her mouth. But he wasn’t using a utensil this time. The thick cream coated his fingertip. Impelled by some unseen force inside her body, she opened her mouth and let him slide his finger inside. As she closed her lips around his finger, flavor exploded on her tongue, a hint of sweetness—just enough to take the edge off the smoky, decadent dark chocolate. Letting her teeth scrape against his flesh as he slowly pulled his finger away, she couldn’t contain a low moan. What was she doing?


    Her eyes were drawn to a smudge of chocolate cream on Trevor’s upper lip. For an instant, the years fell away, and she had a vision of him as a boy, icing sugar on his face. After the Great Cake Heist of 1795, they’d eaten cake for days. It hadn’t been anywhere close to as wonderful as this pot du crème, but for a couple of always-hungry children, it had seemed like heaven. The memory was bittersweet. She’d spent the past fifteen years trying to get away from those children. Trevor sent her away, and she’d been determined not to think about him. Because their lives had been so intertwined, that meant closing the door on those years entirely. But for the first time, she felt a tug of compassion for them, these as-good-as-motherless waifs who faced down the world daily. They’d been brave. Foolish, yes, but also brave.


    “You have some chocolate on your face,” she said softly.


    “So do you,” he said, using his thumb to rub the corner of her mouth. “My aim was a little off.”


    She huffed a small laugh but quickly quelled it when she realized he wasn’t jesting. In fact, he was staring intently at her mouth and rubbing his thumb back and forth across her lower lip—where, she was certain, there was no longer any errant chocolate.


    Who was this man? He was the Trevor of her youth, yet he was not. The boy would not have touched her like that. Would not even have noticed her face long enough to bother with a dab of pudding gone awry. The boy had reserved that sort of intense scrutiny for lock picking and cake filching.


    The man, by contrast, was causing her stomach to feel like little wings were fluttering inside it.


    It was almost as if she wasn’t in the room, which was ridiculous because of course she was. It was her lip he caressed. But he stared so intently at her mouth that the encounter seemed somehow to be unfolding between him and it without her presence mattering at all.


    She lifted herself onto tiptoes, and the tiny birds inside her took off, a great flapping flock of them. They were propelling her toward him, and she wasn’t in charge anymore. She pressed her lips against the spot of chocolate near the corner of his mouth. If she’d thought the chocolate tasted sinful before, she’d been naive. The tang of his skin magnified it, made it magnetic.


    “Lucy,” he rasped, his lips moving against her skin as he spoke her name. She waited for more, for him to cry halt. He did not. So she remained where she was, her lips pressed against the corner of his mouth but not moving, the roar of blood in her ears a rushing waterfall.


    Beneath her mouth, his jaw clenched, became hard like iron, and his breath, already short, took on a ragged quality. Warmth pooled low in her belly like that chocolate, liquefied and hot. Every second they stood there, unmoving, something coiled more tightly inside her. It was almost painful, but it was impossible to imagine stepping away.


    He moved only an inch. Less than an inch. His lips grazed hers, and though they barely touched hers, the warmth in her belly became fire. How was that possible? They weren’t even kissing, not really, and yet she felt as if she were at the gates of Bedlam.


    A thought crept in. She tried to push it away, but it persisted. This is why Mary had fallen victim to her bouts of suicidal behavior. This—this unnamable compulsion—would grow and grow until it took over, displacing everything else, everything that made her herself. Unlike Mary, she wasn’t capable of producing great works of philosophy with the potential to change the world, but she did have a life. A hard-won life she’d made for herself through sheer force of will. Trevor was helping her—she’d had no choice but to permit it given his logical argument that their arrangement would benefit them both. But she needed to remember why she had agreed to stay only for six months. Because men were dangerous—even him. Even Trevor.


    Perhaps especially him.


    So she stepped away.


    He gave a quiet huff of what sounded like frustration as he raked a hand through his hair.


    “I’m sorry,” she said as the awkward reality of their current circumstance rushed in all at once. What on earth had possessed her to be so bold? And here she’d thought, based on the instruction she’d received at Miss Grisham’s, that men were the ones prone to rash urges like this.


    “No, I’m sorry,” he said, striding to the servants’ table and drumming his fingers on it. “That contravened…” He heaved an exasperated sigh. “Everything.”


    He was correct. So she moved away and located the dish with which they’d been meant to start their tasting. “Will you have some asparagus?”


    “Lucy,” he said quietly, “won’t you tell me the name of your last employer?”


    So they were back to that, were they? She shook her head. The hotel was going to open soon. His shining Jade. His beautiful home. And he was correct to insist that they keep any hint of scandal away from it. So she couldn’t tell him, couldn’t risk him doing anything rash. Not when he was so close to having everything he’d ever wanted.


    “No,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, but I can’t.”


    …


    He’d only been going to wash his face. But when splashing cold water on his heated cheeks did nothing to calm him, he picked up the pitcher and poured its entire contents over his head.


    Then he threw the pitcher against the wall, and it shattered into a satisfyingly large number of pieces.


    He stared at his waterlogged reflection in the mirror. One didn’t kiss one’s employees. He couldn’t argue with that little adage. But worse, one didn’t kiss Lucy Green. Or Lucy Greenleaf, or whoever the hell she was. Because Lucy deserved better than to be tied to a gutter rat like him. And underneath all his money, that’s what he still was. What he would always be. He was a spy, for God’s sake. He spent his time chasing after the world’s most unsavory criminals. In some ways, he hadn’t left Seven Dials at all.


    The great admiration he’d felt for Lucy when they were children was still there. There was no one like her—whip smart, fiercely analytical, quick to laugh, and capable of being sweet even in the face of so much suffering. He hadn’t thought of it in those terms back then, but Lucy had been his best friend.


    That was all still there. It had only taken an instant, when he’d opened the door to find her standing outside in the rain, for all that regard to come flooding back.


    The problem was that lately, it wasn’t just regard he felt.


    He thought of her arms, fully concealed in one of the prim, long-sleeved dresses she had adopted once he’d appointed her manager, and he wanted them twined around his neck. Her mouth giving way under his. That long curtain of hair he knew was hiding under her demure chignon fanned out on his pillow. Every single part of her inspired some ungentlemanly imagining or other. For God’s sake, they hadn’t even kissed properly this time, not really. She’d merely pressed her lips against the corner of his mouth. But it had been enough to shoot a lightning bolt of lust through him, to make him want to take her upstairs and…


    Which meant he was no better than the beasts he’d saved her from that horrible day her mother decided she was ready to take up the family profession. He was supposed to protect Lucy, not subject her to the base urges of a gutter rat.


    “No,” he said into the empty room, forcing his voice to be calm, to not shake. That he wanted her was of no consequence. He was better than the men who had preyed on her. He had free will. Discipline. Drive. It’s what had gotten him out of Seven Dials and into an apprenticeship. From there to the army. And it’s what built the Jade.


    And more importantly, it was what had gotten Lucy out of Seven Dials, and into a better life.


    He had done it before, and he could do it again.


    Reaching for a towel, he stooped, intending to clean the mess he’d made when he’d given in to his animalistic instincts and hurled the pitcher at the wall. But he paused. He had maids now. Rich scions of industry didn’t clean up after themselves when they had tantrums.


    And that’s what he was—a rich scion of industry. It’s what he’d been working toward for so long. It was time he started acting like one. He yanked the bell pull. In due course, a young woman appeared, curtsying excessively but otherwise looking very much the part of a chambermaid. Lucy had done a good job with the staffing. “Clean this up.” He swallowed the “please” that formed automatically on his lips. “And send a footman to meet me in the library. I’m going to need a letter delivered tonight.”


    …


    Trevor wasn’t home when the Earl of Blackstone arrived the next day—indeed, Lucy had no idea where he’d gone, so she rushed to receive the aristocratic guest in one of the newly furnished parlors on the main floor.


    “No one has taken your hat?” she said, unable to temper her dismay as she came upon him standing with the offending object in hand. He bowed, and she recovered herself and dropped a curtsy—she was no better than the servants she’d been bemoaning! “My apologies, my lord.”


    He did not respond, looking around with what she was beginning to recognize as his signature brand of almost clinical scrutiny. “You’ve made remarkable progress here, Miss Greenleaf. I don’t mind telling you I’d been starting to worry a little that the place wouldn’t be ready on time.”


    “We’ve only just over a fortnight. And we don’t even have a chef yet.” She grinned in spite of her worry. “But I think we shall be making an offer to one presently. Oh, and we’ve had our first two bookings! Some Americans in town on business have written, and so has a local gentleman who is moving from London shortly and has to vacate the rooms he’s been letting.” She stopped. She was doing the nervous-talking. Lord Blackstone was an investor, yes, but that didn’t necessarily mean he cared to hear about every last detail. “I’m sorry. You’re here to see Mr. Bailey.”


    “Yes, he wrote to me last night, and I’ve come bearing a reply.” He tapped his chest. No doubt he had a letter somewhere on his person.


    “I’m afraid I don’t know when he’s due back. I’ll be happy to convey your note to him, my lord.”


    She held out her hand to receive the letter, but he hesitated. When she extended her hand closer to him, he even recoiled a bit. Did he not trust her?


    “This is a rather…personal letter,” Blackstone said, scowling a bit.


    Well, that stung. How would they ever get the investors to accept her as manager if Lord Blackstone couldn’t even bring himself to hand over a letter?


    “I assure you,” she said, her voice rising though her rational self knew he’d meant no offense, “that while I may have had a common childhood, the school I attended did an exceedingly thorough job drilling us in etiquette. So I do have the good sense not to pry into other people’s private correspondence, my lord.” It was true, but she checked herself before she could say any more. What was she doing, delivering a poorly veiled setdown to an earl? And an investor, at that.


    “Please forgive me. I meant no insult. Trevor has told me a great deal about his childhood. He’s risen above his upbringing. It seems you have, too.”


    Lucy wasn’t quite sure what to say, so she offered vague agreement. “Indeed, my lord. Trevor has certainly made quite the life for himself.”


    “It’s rather remarkable that he pulled himself out the way he did.” He narrowed his eyes at her so that she almost expected him to produce a quizzing glass to aid him in his efforts. “It seems almost impossible that you both managed the feat.”


    “The credit for my flight from Seven Dials belongs to Trevor, too,” she said quietly. It seemed important to make this clear, given that she was talking to Trevor’s close friend.


    “May I ask?” He trailed off but was still regarding her with his singular scrutiny.


    She hesitated a moment, but it wasn’t as if any of it was a secret. It seemed Trevor had told Lord Blackstone everything except his role in sending Lucy away that day—probably because he felt it wasn’t his story to tell. “One day an extraordinary thing happened,” she began, trying to think where to start. “A man arrived in a carriage. A very fine man. He wore pumps and a powdered wig. We all laughed to see someone so odd and remarkable. He simply drove up, a peacock amidst all the chaos and squalor, and announced that he was going to take a boy away—one boy—and send him to school.”


    “But that wasn’t Trevor,” the earl said. “He escaped via an apprenticeship, I’m told.”


    Lucy nodded. “You can imagine the clamoring that followed. None of the boys cared about learning, of course, but we all knew that this mysterious thing called school would come with a warm bed and plenty to eat.


    “After a mad scramble, he selected a boy named Hugh. That would have seemed to be the end of it, but Trevor told me later he overheard the man arguing with his wife, who had stayed in the carriage. She wanted a girl, she said. If he could be a benefactor, then she wanted to be a benefactress. She was quite put out by not having her whim indulged. The man assured her they would come back another day soon so she could choose her own waif. ‘One urchin at a time,’ he told his wife.”


    The perceptive earl did not miss a beat. “I gather she did come back.”


    “Yes. She came back a week later, and Trevor made sure it was me she took.”


    She expected some surprise at the unlikely tale, an expression of astonishment, the raising of an eyebrow at least. But Lord Blackstone remained implacable.


    “I wonder that he didn’t arrange things so that he was the boy taken the first time.”


    “He was the only boy who wasn’t madly jockeying to be chosen,” she said, remembering. “He simply stood at the back of the crowd and watched it all as if he were a decade older than his years.”


    “Why was that, do you think?”


    “We never discussed it, but I believe it was because he wouldn’t leave me.” Back then, she silently added. Now? He seemed to be working very hard to avoid her.


    The earl just nodded.


    “Who wouldn’t leave you?”


    Neither of them had heard him coming. Trevor strode into the room, and his sudden appearance jolted her. To think, the last time she’d seen him, she had taken his finger into her mouth! A moment later, he was followed by the countess.


    “Ah, here you all are,” said Emily, smiling at her husband.


    Lucy pulled the bell to summon a footman and collected the countess’s wrap and bonnet, trying to hide her unease. Though she knew it was impossible, she couldn’t help feeling that somehow, just by looking at Lucy, Emily would know that she had kissed Trevor the night before. That she would see the confusing, low-burning frustration that had dogged her all night.


    “I went to your house looking for you,” Trevor said to Lord Blackstone.


    “And I told him that you’d come here!” exclaimed Emily. “You crossed paths.”


    “I came to say that of course you’re welcome at the estate,” said Blackstone to Trevor. “Anytime—you know that.” As to the other matter you wrote me about…” He pulled the dratted letter out of his pocket and handed it over.


    The countess turned her attention to Lucy. “The gentlemen are planning a retreat to Clareford Manor. It’s on the coast in Essex. It seems Trevor has been working too hard—something I never thought I’d live to see him admit—and expressed the need for a respite. You must come, too, to keep me company.”


    “Hold off—” Trevor began.


    He was interrupted by Lord Blackstone, who was looking back and forth between Lucy and Trevor, his lips twitching as if he were trying not to smile. “A capital idea.”


    “But…” Trevor trailed off. Clearly, he did not share his friend’s enthusiasm for the plan. Lucy could hear what he was too polite to say. The respite he needed wasn’t from work; it was from her. Shame came rushing in anew.


    She wasn’t about to go where she wasn’t wanted. Regardless, there was no way she could be away from the hotel. “I thank you for your generosity, but there’s simply too much work to be done here to get ready for the opening.” Just then the footman she’d summoned appeared. She handed him Emily’s things. “For example,” she said, voice laced with annoyance, “there is clearly a great deal more staff training needed if an earl and a countess can call and no one appears to take their things.”


    “You just told me you have only two bookings, Miss Greenleaf,” said Lord Blackstone. “Surely you needn’t have the entire staff up and running in order to serve two guests. Can you not spare a few days of leisure?”


    Leisure. The idea was so impossibly luxurious. And she adored the country. She’d been to estates of the families she served, of course, but served was the key word there. She’d always been working. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had more than a single day’s holiday, and those had always been in town, and the park was a pale imitation of the true wilds of nature.


    “Two guests!” Emily exclaimed, saving her from having to demure yet again. “You can’t open a hotel as grand as this one is meant to be with two guests!”


    “One is a party of four,” Lucy offered weakly. “So it’s actually five guests.”


    “You need to have a party,” said Emily.


    “I beg your pardon?” said Trevor, echoing Lucy’s thoughts on the matter.


    “Party isn’t even the right word. It’s not big enough. You need to have the most lavish affair. It must be completely over the top. You’ve got to throw open your doors with aplomb, with a big roar and not the quiet whimper of five guests.”


    “What do you mean?” Lucy asked hesitantly, thinking that perhaps Emily did have a point.


    “The partygoers will dine and dance and drink and gamble.” Emily paced the carpet, looking off into space as if viewing a scene the rest of them couldn’t see. “Then they stay overnight!” she exclaimed, lifting her arms as if in victory. “Or at least a select subset of them. They’ll be the Jade’s first guests. A complementary night at London’s newest and most modern hotel. We present it as an experience not to be missed!”


    “I beg your pardon?” Trevor said again, glancing at Lucy with concern in his eyes.


    The countess, still pacing, ignored him. “Their every whim will be indulged before they can articulate it. We’ll invite everyone. Everyone who’s anyone.”


    “Some among the ton don’t receive me,” Trevor pointed out.


    “Invite them anyway. I wager most will be so curious, they’ll set aside their obsession with rank for an evening. And they needn’t all be noble. A place like the Jade will need an edge of mystery, don’t you think?”


    “I’m not opening the place to the demimonde if that’s what you mean,” said Trevor. “The investors are conservative men, remember. They won’t tolerate it.”


    Emily curled her lip slightly. “You don’t need to tell me that. These men and their politics! If I didn’t adore you so much and want so desperately for the Jade to succeed, I should be giving you a harder time about involving them.”


    “I think you should invite tastemakers, too,” Lucy said. She was beginning to see the wisdom of the countess’s plan.


    All eyes swung to her, including Trevor’s, which had a distinct furrow between them.


    “People like Mr. Brummel,” she continued. “He’s a trendsetter, is he not?”


    “Yes!” Emily nodded vigorously. “After that incident with Mr. Brummel and Prinny at Watier’s that was all over the papers, he’s just the right amount of scandalous!”


    “And we could invite men of business,” Lucy said, looking at Trevor. “Men like you. The aristocracy isn’t going to be your core customer base anyway, is it? Haven’t they giant houses in which to accommodate guests? Think about who travels and doesn’t have rich relations in town—industrialists.”


    “Americans,” the earl suggested.


    “Exactly!” exclaimed Emily. “You must invite the American heiresses who are in town husband hunting!”


    “I think perhaps that’s exactly what our confirmed party of four is,” Lucy said.


    “Yes! You have quite the head for this, Miss Greenleaf!” Emily clapped her hands in delight. “Your point about the aristocracy not being in need of accommodation is quite correct, though of course the rest of us hadn’t thought of it like that.”


    It was not lost on Lucy that Trevor had remained silent during the conversation. It apparently wasn’t lost on Lord Blackstone, either, because as his wife continued to plot gleefully, he turned to Trevor. “The ladies are correct.”


    Trevor glared at his friend.


    “I say this as an investor. The only way this place is going to make money is if it’s full. The way to fill it up is to make it a place people want to be—to make it fashionable among certain sets.”


    Trevor’s response was to sigh.


    “You know they’re right.”


    “Yes,” he said, voice clipped. “A party it is, then. In two weeks’ time, say? We’re meant to open August twentieth, so I suppose this should take place the night of the nineteenth?”


    Emily beamed. “Wonderful! We can plan it at the estate.”


    “No!” Lucy said. She was already beginning to panic about everything a grand party would mean. Not only would they need to ready the hotel and staff for the opening, they would need to be ready to feed, entertain, and house scores of people instead of the mere handful she’d been planning for. And even if that hadn’t been true, the last thing she wanted was to be forced to spend time with Trevor under the watchful eyes of his friends. Or to force Trevor to spend time with her when he clearly wanted nothing more than to get away from her. “I simply cannot come, though I thank you.”


    “Yes, you can!” said Emily equally vehemently. “The estate is just in Essex. It’s half a day’s travel. So we’ll go for two days, three at most. We can do all the planning there.” She shot a glance at Trevor. “If you need a respite, as you said earlier, then Miss Greenleaf does, too. Just look at how far this place has come. I can’t even begin to imagine the work she’s done.”


    Lucy tried to protest again, but the countess cut her off. “We’ll invite James and Catharine, too. You and Catharine and I can plan the whole thing from top to bottom. All we’ll have to do when we get back is execute the plan.” Emily turned to Lucy and patted her hand. “Catharine will know exactly what to do. She knows everything. She was a viscountess before she married James, you know.”


    “Shall I remind you that you are a countess, my dear?” Lord Blackstone said.


    “Oh, but not a real one.” Emily waved away the comment. “We’ll send the carriage at first light tomorrow.”


    “We can take mine,” said Trevor, who had apparently capitulated to Emily’s cheerful assault. The wooden smile he offered, though, suggested it was an entirely involuntary capitulation.


    “No, you can’t!” Emily protested. “You might want to court mystery with the hotel, but you don’t want to court ruin. You can’t travel unchaperoned in a carriage with an unmarried woman.”


    “Lucy isn’t an unmarried woman,” he said dismissively. “At least not in the way you mean, all missish and prone to having her delicate sensibilities shocked by the mere presence of a man.”


    Lucy, annoyed by the way everyone was talking about her as if she wasn’t standing right there, cleared her throat, hoping to remind everyone that she was actually standing right in front of them.


    “And you’re going to have to stop calling her Lucy,” said Emily. “I can, because we’re friends. But you really shouldn’t.”


    “We don’t go in for all that,” said Trevor.


    “She’s right,” said Lord Blackstone.


    “Do you know how to say anything else?” Trevor snapped.


    The earl raised an eyebrow. “It’s one thing to say you play by different rules. And it will be controversial enough that your manager is a woman. But if anyone finds out she was living here with you before the opening, before you’d even hired anyone else, you’ll be putting the Jade—and Miss Greenleaf’s reputation—in jeopardy.”


    “I’ve been thinking about this,” said Lucy, pitching her voice to be heard over these men arguing over her fate. “I thought perhaps it would be best if I went by Mrs. Greenleaf—at least in the hotel. Don’t housekeepers often do that, even if they’re never married? My intention after I help open the hotel is to secure a position as a housekeeper.”


    “I think that’s wise,” said the earl. “You should be Mrs. Greenleaf in front of the staff and the investors.”


    “Is all this really necessary?” Trevor asked.


    “You’ve been saying yourself that the investors are a conservative lot,” Lucy said. “Do they know about me yet?”


    “I’m working on it. They have to be carefully managed. I told them I’ve hired a manager, just not that it’s you.”


    “Not that it’s a woman, you mean.”


    “The dratted investors,” Emily muttered. “It’s practically blood money.”


    Trevor shot the countess an annoyed glance, which struck Lucy as out of character, given how fond of each other they seemed to be otherwise. “That’s going a bit far, don’t you think?”


    Lord Blackstone turned to Lucy. He seemed to be the only one who realized how confused she was by the exchange. “My wife is not impressed with the way a few of the investors have voted on certain matters in Lords. Their politics and hers…diverge, to put it mildly.”


    “I’m sorry,” said Emily. “I shouldn’t have spoken so harshly. It’s just that I want so much for the Jade to be a success, and I hate the idea of you being beholden to such men!”


    Trevor’s lips pressed together. “It’s no matter.” But Lucy could tell he was bristling. He hated any insinuation that he was kowtowing, playing by the rules of polite society. She knew him—it made him feel like a lapdog.


    “Lucy,” said Emily, “I can’t disagree that taking up the title Mrs. might help smooth things over as you take up the post of manager. But what if someday you find someone you want to marry? You going as a Mrs.—will that foreclose any future opportunity to wed?”


    Lucy laughed dismissively. “It’s of no matter. I don’t plan to marry.”


    Blackstone shot a glance at his wife. “Even the best laid plans…”


    “Lucy’s life choices are informed by her interpretations of Mary Wollstonecraft,” said Trevor. Lucy suspected—hoped—that he didn’t mean to sound unkind, merely to state the facts, but all eyes swung toward him, registering various degrees of shock.


    “But wasn’t she married?” said Emily, looking between Lucy and him. “More than once?”


    “If you asked Lucy, I think she would argue that—”


    She interrupted him. “Lucy would ask you to trust that she is an autonomous human being with no desire to wed. And no desire for this preference to be discussed by the group.”


    The room went silent. Trevor glared at her, and she suddenly felt as if the two of them were having a private conversation that everyone else had somehow stumbled into. He cleared his throat and summoned an insincere smile for his friends. “Very well, then. Off to the country we go. Mrs. Greenleaf and I will expect your carriage first thing in the morning.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    And so it was that Trevor found himself jostling along in a closed carriage across from the very woman he’d been trying to escape. The original idea behind inviting himself to Clareford had been to put some much-needed distance between them. He just needed a day or two, after their menu-tasting encounter in the kitchen, to cool his blood. Then he could get back to normal with her—that had been his thinking. But of course, his scheme backfired, and now they were so close that her muslin-clad knee kept brushing against his. Though she didn’t seem to notice the contact, it was making him deuced uncomfortable.


    At least he didn’t have to talk to her. Emily was doing enough talking for everyone, chattering excitedly about the party. Soon they would arrive, and he could finally quiz Blackstone about the contents of the letter he’d handed Trevor yesterday.


    He watched Lucy as they turned up the estate’s long driveway. She’d been stealing glances outside whenever she could while still attending to the conversation. When Emily opened her window, Lucy followed suit. He almost laughed when she stuck her entire head out.


    When she pulled it back in a mere moment later, her face had undergone a transformation. It was hard to pin down exactly what was different, but there was a glow about her that hadn’t been there previously. She caught him looking and flashed him a small smile—one that seemed covert, meant just for him—before turning her attention back to Emily.


    God damn it. That little smile sent a thrill up his spine.


    “Three days at most, I promise, and then you can get back to the hotel,” Emily said as the carriage came to a halt. Blackstone hopped out, beating the approaching footmen and offering his hand to his wife with an exaggerated bow. “My husband does not like the country,” said Emily, smiling at Blackstone. “So he’ll be anxious to get back to town, too.”


    Blackstone helped his wife descend. “My opinions on the matter of town versus country are, in fact, evolving.”


    “I adore the country,” Lucy said with a vehemence that tugged at Trevor, and though it should have been impossible, her face glowed even more intensely as she looked around and took in the stately linden trees that lined the driveway to the graceful red brick house. “I hardly ever get the chance to rusticate, so despite my concerns about the hotel, I’m grateful for the invitation.”


    Emily took Lucy’s arm. “Let us get right to planning. If we do a good amount of work this afternoon, we can reward ourselves later with a swim!”


    The ladies disappeared in a flurry of chatter—the last thing he heard was Lucy protesting that she didn’t know how to swim, hadn’t a bathing costume, et cetera.


    Trevor knew Emily was an avid swimmer. To hear Blackstone tell it, she often swam at the Essex estate without the conventional full-length bathing costume. So now, of course, he was assailed by the image of Lucy in the lake, her brown hair made into a curtain of black by the water, her wet chemise plastered to her like a second skin.


    “Let’s go over the accounts for the Jade,” he said, following Blackstone into the house.


    “Why? We’ve done that several times. Everything is in order.”


    “Let’s do it again.”


    …


    It was easy to feel at home at Clareford, to be seduced by Emily’s kindness and charm and swept away by her enthusiasm. Too easy.


    It took the shock of cold water to bring Lucy to her senses. “This was an ill-advised idea!” she cried, clinging to a post on the dock that extended out into the lake she’d been foolish enough to get into. Emily had assured her it was shallow near the dock and that the posts were sturdy, but neither of these two arguments seemed as convincing as they had on dry land.


    “Oh pish,” said Emily as she slid off the dock in one smooth motion, joining Lucy in the icy water. “It is a trifle chilly,” she said when she resurfaced, grinning.


    Lucy hadn’t even got her breath under control when she heard footsteps echoing on the dock above her. “He can’t see me in my chemise!” she exclaimed before she could think better of it.


    “He?” said an unfamiliar—feminine—voice from above. “He who?”


    “Catharine!” Emily called, swimming over. “You’re finally here!”


    “Yes, and I’m sorry we’re so late. A minor issue at the school detained us. Well, perhaps not so minor—I had a teacher quit in the middle of class, if you can imagine it! Said the ‘little bastards’ had driven him to the gates of Bedlam and just walked right out! It caused quite the uproar. James wanted to wait until morning to set out, but I entreated him. I just knew you’d be out enjoying a swim at dusk!” Lucy watched in wonder as the woman shed her traveling gown and, leaving on only her chemise as Emily and Lucy had, went running down the dock and cannonballed into the water.


    When she resurfaced, squealing from the cold, Emily motioned her over. “Catharine Burnham, may I present Miss Lucy Greenleaf? Miss Greenleaf is an old friend of Trevor’s, and she’s recently been retained as manager of the hotel.”


    Lucy expected the glamorous woman to express shock, disbelief. Instead she smiled and, seemingly oblivious to the fact that all three of them were sopping wet, said, “Pleased to meet you, Miss Greenleaf. Perhaps what I need at the school is a manager. Someone to keep things in order.” She laughed. “Goodness knows our pupils could use a little order. I don’t seem to be doing a very good job!”


    “Mrs. Burnham runs a charity school,” Emily explained, as if Lucy hadn’t already heard all about the scandalous Viscountess of Vice and her reforming husband. She had allegedly been working as a high-priced lady of the evening before her interests turned to education, though Lucy knew enough not to believe the gossip that trickled down from the grand houses in which she had worked.


    “I can sympathize,” said Lucy. “I was until very recently a governess.”


    “Were you? I suddenly find myself in need of a Latin teacher. I don’t suppose you read Latin? Can I lure you away from the Jade with a promise to double your salary?” Mrs. Burnham laughed again, signaling that she was jesting. How curious to meet someone so outwardly and overtly happy.


    Lucy couldn’t help but smile. “I do speak Latin. And French, and a few other assorted languages I’ve picked up over the years. Languages are a particular interest of mine.”


    “Very impressive,” said Mrs. Burnham. “Well, if you ever change your mind, I can come up with any number of orphans who could benefit from instruction in assorted languages.” Lucy hadn’t formed a reply before the woman went on, apparently not feeling the need for a segue of any sort. “I can’t help noticing that you’re wearing a jade ring on a chain around your neck. A display of loyalty to your place of employment?”


    Lucy fingered the stone. She’d worn it for so long that it felt like part of her—she hardly noticed it. And it was almost always hidden beneath modest attire suitable for a governess—or the manager of a hotel—so it was rarely remarked upon. “No, merely a coincidence.”


    “Really,” said Catharine in a tone that suggested skepticism. “Can you swim?”


    “No,” said Lucy, grasping the post tighter and taking a moment to adjust to the abrupt change of subject. “I never had the chance to learn.”


    “Miss Greenleaf grew up with Trevor,” Emily said as if this explained everything. Lucy couldn’t help but notice how these women and Trevor all called each other by their Christian names. And though they didn’t extend the same convention to Lord Blackstone, they did drop the “Lord.” What would it be like to be part of such a group of friends? Mary Wollstonecraft had enjoyed close friendships and seemed to take comfort in them. Lucy had never quite managed to form such strong attachments. It was easier to do so, she supposed, when one’s work situated one in an intellectual community of writers and thinkers. Perhaps working at a school like Mrs. Burnham’s would approximate that.


    “Did she?” said Mrs. Burnham, looking at Lucy as if she were a specimen under a magnifying glass. Then, without trying to disguise her interest, she dropped her eyes to the jade.


    “I can teach you to swim if you like,” Emily said.


    Catharine relaxed her scrutiny. “Yes! In addition to working tirelessly to rehabilitate my reputation in polite society, the countess has taught me to swim! I’m not very accomplished, but I can paddle along well enough.” She demonstrated a lopsided stroke, and both ladies laughed in delight. Righting herself, she extended her arms and said, “Emily, take my hands, and we’ll hold her up while she floats.”


    “Thank you, no,” said Lucy, suddenly uncomfortable. What was she doing, loitering about in a lake with these two fine ladies? “I’ve a terrible lot of work to do.”


    “Work?” echoed Mrs. Burnham, looking at Emily. “What can she mean? Isn’t this meant to be a little holiday before the big opening?”


    “Ah!” said Emily. “But the big opening won’t plan itself, will it? In fact, I’m guilty of having an ulterior motive for asking you to join us. We’re going to have a grand opening party.”


    “How exciting!” said Mrs. Burnham. “What are we doing gadding about in the water when there’s a gala to plan?” Without any regard for propriety, she levered herself out of the lake, raining down water from her drenched chemise onto Emily and Lucy. “Being a pioneering reformer is all fine and good, but it does leave one terribly in want of a good party!”


    …


    “There has been another murder,” Blackstone said as the men settled into the library with glasses of brandy. “Well, not a new one, but I’ve uncovered another unsolved case in which an officer was brutally killed.”


    “It could be a coincidence,” Trevor said. Before the war ended, his missions with Blackstone generally involved tracking French spies. He was unaccustomed to turning his attention to mysteries at home.


    “I might agree, except that they died the same day, but a year apart. Both murders were committed on the third of September—one in 1812, the other, 1813.”


    “All right then.” As usual, Blackstone’s intuition that there was more to the first murder than met the eye had been correct. “Who is this fellow?”


    “Lieutenant Harry Hill.”


    “Was he in the same regiment as Gelling?”


    “No,” Blackstone said. “I had hoped as much. Then we might have been able to turn up a common enemy, and that would be that. The next step is to discover if there are any connections between the two men.”


    “That will take some time if we continue approaching men who knew them one by one.” They needed a cover every time an agent spoke to a person of interest—just like Trevor had pretended to be a friend of Gelling’s when visiting his former superior officer. Even with an intelligence ring at Blackstone’s fingertips, it would be like finding a needle in a haystack.


    “That is correct, unless there were a way to invite all the members of their two regiments that we can find to a seemingly innocent event. A party, say.”


    Trevor, who had been looking at the fire, whipped his gaze to the spymaster, embarrassed at the sharp pang of betrayal his friend’s words brought forth.


    When he didn’t answer right away, Blackstone went on. “If we merely invited all the men we can find in London who were officers in both regiments in recent years, it wouldn’t be that many. To hear the ladies tell it, it’s going to be a crush, so a few more guests would hardly be noticed. You and Catharine and I can divide them up and make a point of speaking to them all.”


    It was the perfect plan. It would save them weeks of work. And why had he been so naive to have thought that just because he told his friend there would be no spying in the hotel that his wish would be respected? Blackstone was spymaster first and foremost.


    “It’s my hotel, too,” Blackstone said quietly.


    “Are you threatening me?” Trevor asked, incredulity suddenly inspiring him to find his voice. “I wasn’t going to say no, you know.” How could he? His starry-eyed desire to keep the hotel pristine was nothing compared to the murder of servicemen.


    “I am not threatening you,” Blackstone said, calm in the face of Trevor’s rising ire. “I merely meant that I have a financial stake in the place. I don’t want it overrun with espionage any more than you do.”


    “Fine,” Trevor said, ashamed at having the earl see him so overcome with emotion. They’d faced many a battle together, literal and metaphorical, and this had him tied up in knots? Desperate for a new topic of conversation—he couldn’t bear to discuss the details of how the mission would unfold at the Jade’s opening party just now—he cast his mind for something else to talk about.


    Blackstone must have sensed his need because he cleared his throat and said, “You read my report on Miss Greenleaf? I trust everything was satisfactory?”


    “No, everything was not satisfactory,” Trevor said, seizing on the opening and pulling the letter in question from his pocket. “This is all you could find out?”


    “You wound me!” the earl jested, sipping his brandy. “I thought that was rather a lot given the time frame.”


    “It’s not that I don’t appreciate it, but I knew she was a governess.” He looked for what felt like the hundredth time at the parchment his friend had delivered yesterday. “First post 1806, the home of Mr. Giles Middleton, gentleman. Father to two daughters. Second post 1807-8, Baron St. Andrew—she breaks into the aristocracy, if the minor sort. Et cetera, et cetera. I need to know the name of her last employer. Why isn’t it on this list?”


    “Since she’s just come from it, I assumed you would already know, so I didn’t bother extending my enquiry to the present day. You spoke about her recent dismissal as if you were familiar with the details surrounding it.”


    Trevor wanted to shout his frustration but checked himself. It was a perfectly reasonable assumption on Blackstone’s part. “Well, I’m not.”


    “The name of her last employer will be easy enough to glean. I’ll look into it when we return to town. Though I have to say, I don’t know why you don’t just ask her.”


    “I have.” He left off saying the rest. She evades the question. Something happened to her that I don’t want to know about. Something happened to her that I must know about. “And anyway, you’re the expert—you’re the spy.”


    “So are you.”


    “No, I’m a pawn. I do what you tell me to do. You’re the master.”


    “In the case of Miss Greenleaf, I must insist it’s you who is the expert. You rigged it so she was taken away to another life.”


    “Ha!” He could not contain the bark of shocked laughter. Apparently his friend had done more digging than Trevor had realized. “See—you know everything.”


    “Only because she told me. It was no great triumph of espionage.”


    Blackstone might as well have struck him, so surely had the declaration knocked the wind of out him. She would tell her secrets to a man she’d only just met, but not to him? “Well, maybe finding out more won’t be hard, after all. Perhaps she’ll just tell you.” He couldn’t contain the bitterness—it seeped out in his words.


    Blackstone ignored the barb. “Why did you do it?”


    “Do what?” he asked, trying to tamp down the anger that both today’s conversations with Blackstone had sparking in his chest.


    “Send Miss Greenleaf away. Arrange things so she was chosen.”


    “Because her mother was about to sell her to the highest bidder.” He spoke quietly, but he felt as if his head was going to explode. Still, it wasn’t Blackstone’s fault. None of it was. The spymaster was just doing his job. Trevor forced himself to temper his tone. “She was eleven,” he said quietly.


    Blackstone topped up Trevor’s drink. “I’ll do whatever I can to help you. You know that.”


    It was true. He had no greater ally. Or, to put a finer point in it, he had no other ally. He had the investors, to be sure, but they cared only about their return. And as Emily was so frequently pointing out, he had to tread carefully with them. Blackstone was ruthless, but he wasn’t heartless.


    “I just think you should ask yourself why this woman has you so tied up in knots,” his friend said after a moment of silence.


    “If that’s how you’re reading the situation, then you’re mistaken. Sorely mistaken.”


    Blackstone just nodded. As if he understood.


    As if anyone could understand.


    


    Even though he had not managed to escape to the estate without Lucy, Trevor had succeeded in avoiding her company as much as possible while they were in residence. It was childish, he would admit, but he still felt that after their recent carnal encounters, some distance between them was for the best. And even if they hadn’t those awkward encounters hanging between them, she was leaving the hotel in six months. So it was best not to get too cozy—start as you mean to go on and all that.


    Avoiding Lucy had proven surprisingly easy, though. So much so that Trevor was beginning to wonder if Lucy was avoiding him. The women spent all their time planning the Jade’s opening gala. It didn’t matter if they were inside taking tea or outside hiking the estate, all they talked about was the party. Would they allow the waltz, that scandalous new dance from Austria? (Yes, of course—they wanted everyone talking about them, didn’t they?) Would they serve ham at the dinner buffet like everyone else did, or could they think of something that would amaze people? (They would serve ham and squab and fish. An embarrassment of riches to compel people.) Would they invite Mr. Brummel? (Yes!) Trevor might have felt like his hotel was being taken over by an invading army, except he had to grudgingly admit they were right. They did need to open with a grand gesture. And despite the uncertainty between Lucy and him, he had confidence that with her in charge, they couldn’t fail.


    So he’d gotten the distance between them he’d been so ardently in search of. By the time their holiday was coming to an end, he was confident they would be able to let their ill-advised interludes slip into the past unremarked upon.


    Which was why it was exceedingly inconvenient to run into her at six o’clock in the morning two miles from the house on their last day at Clareford.


    The estate was blanketed in fog, and the normally salty sea air felt so thick he might have cut it with his pocketknife. So he hadn’t seen her until there she was, ten yards ahead of him on the beach, sitting on the sand staring at what would have been the ocean had the air not turned into white pea soup.


    He could have turned back. She hadn’t heard him approach, and she would never have known the difference. But to retreat seemed cowardly. To avoid was one thing, to flee, something else entirely.


    She didn’t startle as he sank into the sand next to her. She didn’t even look away from the sea as she said, “You’re up early.”


    “Some habits are impossible to break.”


    She turned then, and looked at him searchingly, as if she remembered his face and was trying to match it to a name. “I’m always up before everyone else.”


    “Yes,” he said. And though he knew she understood simply from the “yes,” he added, “When you’re sleeping on the street, you awaken early.”


    She nodded. “But it’s not a bad habit to have retained. Getting up early buys you some time to yourself.”


    “Away from your pupils, you mean?”


    “Yes.”


    It tugged at Trevor to think of Lucy struggling to carve out time for herself, spending the majority of her days in service to the goals of others. “How many children did you have in your charge?” he asked.


    “Three. A four-year-old girl who was just starting with me a few hours a day, and a pair of twins a few years from their debut. They were—” She stopped herself and turned to him. “Never mind.”


    Dash it, he’d been about to get her to talk. “Lucy, why won’t you tell me about your last situation? The name of your employer?”


    “Because it would come to no good.” She shook her head slightly as she spoke. “It would only make you…”


    He raked his fingers through his hair in frustration. Was she never going to finish a sentence about this topic? “What? Call out your former employer?”


    “You don’t go in for all that tonnish rubbish, if I recall.” She laughed, but there was no warmth in the sound. “I was thinking more that you might murder him in cold blood.”


    His blood did turn cold then, as he imagined offenses dire enough that she thought they might incite him to murder.


    She put her head in her hands, just for a moment, as if reproaching herself for speaking too freely. “You always did feel responsible for me for some reason. And I never thanked you.” She paused. It was probably his turn to talk, but damned if he knew what to say. She went on. “For getting me out that day, I mean, and for taking care of me in the days leading up to it.”


    “I’m not sure bringing you scraps and a dirty blanket while you hid under a bridge really qualifies as taking care of you,” he said, feeling a fraction of the panic he had that day she’d appeared under their willow tree, fleeing her mother’s planned auction. Ten pounds for two hours with a virgin. As he’d installed her under the bridge, he’d stared at a vine studded with tiny pink flowers that climbed up the bridge’s post. That vine had been an unlikely shot of beauty in such an ugly environment. Just like Lucy.


    Ten pounds was an inconceivable sum. Enough to keep Lucy and her mother in comfort for a year. So when she’d fled, she’d given up any right to go back. Her mother would never welcome her home.


    “I regretted that I was never able to thank you,” said Lucy, her voice thick with emotion. “Everything happened so fast. You came to get me, and we were running…”


    He closed his eyes. That day was closer to him than many more recent ones. His time on campaign on the continent seemed like a lifetime ago, but the day he orchestrated Lucy’s escape from Seven Dials could have been yesterday.


    She cleared her throat, pulling him back from his memories. She was still speaking. “And then, once I knew I was going, I couldn’t…I couldn’t…”


    “You couldn’t look back,” Trevor finished. “That’s as it should be. That’s what I wanted.”


    She bit her lip and looked as if she might cry. “I know. You wanted me to go. I merely want to say the thank-you I never got to say back then.”


    “You’re welcome,” he rasped. He was going to say more about how it hadn’t been an act of charity so much as a selfish move on his part. He’d known he couldn’t live with the alternative.


    But she wasn’t finished, so he swallowed the sentiment. Smiling at him through watery eyes, she said, “I release you.”


    “I beg your pardon?”


    “You saved me. You don’t have to keep doing it. There’s no need to feel a duty to me.”


    I don’t feel a duty to you, he wanted to protest. But his mouth wouldn’t form the lie. Because what she said was true, in a way so elemental it was pointless to protest. He was responsible for her. He always had been. It’s just the way it was.


    She smiled a little, seemingly having shaken off the heavy emotion that had been plaguing her a moment ago. “My point is, please no murder. In cold blood, or hot, or any other kind. My former employer and I had a difference of opinion, but it’s nothing you need concern yourself with.”


    To Trevor’s mind, the matter was far from resolved. Still, he hadn’t spent years in the army, and as an intelligence officer, without learning when to strategically retreat. So he flashed her a smile in return. “Trevor and Lucy, up before dawn. The difference is these days, there’s nothing to do this early. No food to scrounge, no cons to run.”


    “I used to do my reading in the early mornings, before everyone else was up.”


    “Your secret reading,” he said, encouraging the change of subject even as part of his mind turned over the idea of a “difference of opinion” between her and her former employer.


    “Secret reading!” She eyed him sideways. “You make it sound so sordid! It’s only the publication of a memoir by her husband that made Mary sound so scandalous. Before that, everyone was quite impressed by her progressive ideas.”


    “Everyone? I wouldn’t go that far. Most of society is not ready for the ideas she espoused.”


    “And how do you know about the ideas she espoused? You’ve only read the one book.”


    He hesitated. There was nothing to be embarrassed about, but somehow he felt uncomfortable admitting it. “That’s not strictly true anymore.”


    “What? Have you read another?”


    “I’ve actually read several of them. I started with A Vindication of the Rights of Women while I was visiting the mines on the Cornwall trip. My rationale was that it was her most famous work.”


    Lucy began fidgeting with delight. “And? Did you adore it?”


    He hesitated. After forbidding her to hold her society meetings in the hotel, it seemed hypocritical to freely discuss these matters with her.


    “Don’t worry!” she said. “We’re not at the Jade.” She twisted back and forth, making an exaggerated show of looking around. “And there are no investors anywhere!”


    “Much of what she said made sense to me.”


    She graced him with a radiant smile. “I hold that book in very high esteem, but my personal favorite is her letters from Scandinavia.”


    He hadn’t read that one. “Why?”


    “She paints such an intriguing picture of what seems a terribly exotic place. I know that’s silly, given that there are places much more remarkable than Denmark or Sweden. But when one has never been anywhere, the idea of being able to just pick up and travel…well, it would be wonderful.”


    “But—” He cut the thought short, still feeling they shouldn’t be having this discussion, not when he’d so adamantly put his foot down earlier on the topic of Mary Wollstonecraft.


    “Trevor.” She smiled. “This is exactly why I negotiated that qualification. No discussion of Mary or of reform at the hotel or anywhere your investors might be. But I assure you, there is no danger here. What were you going to say?”


    Damned if he could resist her and her infectious enthusiasm. “Well, I was going to point out that thanks to her husband’s memoir, we know she was heartbroken on that trip to Scandinavia, that she’d attempted to drown herself before embarking on it.”


    “I know,” she said, “and I’m trying to decide if perhaps the beautiful crystalline prose in her letters was related to that.”


    “How do you mean?”


    “Heartbreak sharpens things, don’t you find? Makes the world more beautiful somehow, even though that should be counterintuitive.”


    “And who has broken your heart?” he asked, not sure he wanted to know the answer but unable to leave the question unasked.


    She tilted her head, still looking out toward the ocean. She didn’t speak for a long time, so long he wondered if she was going to answer the question at all. Then she shrugged. “Who hasn’t?”


    I haven’t, he wanted to shout. But it might not be true. The more accurate sentiment was, I’ve been trying bloody hard not to.


    Six months, he reminded himself. Six months, and she’d be gone.


    “La!” She shuffled around in the sand, gathering her skirts. “This is too maudlin a discussion for such a bleak day. We already had our serious conversation, and it’s a well-known rule that you’re only allowed one serious conversation per day when you’re rusticating.” Scrambling to her feet, she brushed the sand from her dress. “We should be talking about happy things. About parties! Which I have to plan, and this is our last day on the estate, so why am I dawdling here?”


    He could make no argument, so he rose and offered her his arm. When she rested her hand on his sleeve, he barely felt it. His mind was elsewhere, sifting back through snippets of their conversation, troublesome fragments he could feel gaining momentum. Soon they would overtake him, demand action.


    Heartbreak.


    Call him out.


    Cold-blooded murder.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    The Burnham School was about the furthest thing from Miss Grisham’s Lucy could have imagined. While she would be forever grateful to Lady Waring and to Miss Grisham’s for setting her on a new path in life, her school years were nothing she cared to revisit. It wasn’t that she’d been unhappy, precisely. Just so very, very alone, in a way she never had in Seven Dials. The regimentation of her days in an almost militaristic fashion had rankled after so many years running free through the city with Trevor. And though she had been friendly with some of the girls, she’d never found anyone… Well, she’d never found anyone like Trevor. 


    In fact, she probably wouldn’t have visited the Burnham School at all if Catharine hadn’t spent half their time together at the estate vehemently insisting that she do so when they all returned to town. Catharine was such a force to be reckoned with that Lucy hadn’t known how to deflect her summons. Even Lucy’s protests that there was too much to do to get ready for the opening were systematically dismantled by the determined former viscountess. And so she found herself, two days before the Jade’s opening, touring the Burnham School.


    Happily, what she discovered in its cheery confines was nothing like the experience she’d had. Girls and boys studied separately but had occasion to socialize with one another. Many classrooms they looked in on were in the throes of spirited debate. The teachers she’d met seemed kind, enthusiastic, and vital in a way the elderly instructors at Miss Grisham’s had not.


    “I’m delighted to hear you say so,” Catharine said over tea in her office, after Lucy compared the school favorably to her own experience. “Our idea was to make the school feel like home. Not that we expect the students to be merry all the time—far from it. But we got to know some of these children before we opened the school, and it became clear that what they needed as much as an education was a place that felt like home.”


    “Yes, I’ve heard that you rescued many of them from a gun works in rather dramatic fashion!” said Lucy, who would freely admit she was nosing around. Having heard bits and pieces of Catharine’s fantastical story while they were on the estate, she was dreadfully curious about the details.


    “Well,” said Catharine pulling a sheepish face. “It was rather dramatic. But James is the real campaigner. He’s the reformer. I prefer to focus on more tangible activities.” She waved her arms around as if to indicate their surroundings. “Which is why, while James tries to convince Blackstone and other members of Lords to take up the cause of universal education, I oversee the day-to-day operations here.” She set her teacup down with a clatter and looked at Lucy with an intensity that made her squirm. “Including staffing.”


    “Oh?” said Lucy.


    “Yes, the offer still stands, you know. I can always use a languages teacher. You could even teach some political philosophy, given your interest in the topic. Just keep it in mind, if you ever tire of…the Jade.”


    Lucy didn’t miss the pregnant pause. Thankfully, she was saved from having to reply when Catharine rose, strolled to the window, and continued. “But that’s not why I invited you. I did have an ulterior motive, but poaching you from the Jade wasn’t it!”


    “Oh?” Lucy said again, aware that she sounded like a dolt and a little annoyed at how often this glamorous woman left her fumbling for words.


    “Yes, and I was going to wait for Emily, who’s pledged to join us, but she’s late, so I won’t.” She turned but remained at the window. “We want to join your society.”


    “You mean my Wollstonecraft reading group?”


    “Yes. Now, I know it seems like—”


    “I’d be delighted!” Realizing belatedly that she’d interrupted, Lucy began to apologize, but the door opened, and Emily burst in, a footman trailing her.


    “I’m sorry I’m so late!” she cried, her skin flushed.


    Catharine merely raised a brow at her friend, which had the effect of deepening the younger woman’s blush.


    “I was, ah, unavoidably detained. Eric came home unexpectedly and…”


    “You had an impromptu midday tumble,” Catharine finished, grinning.


    Lucy gasped. She couldn’t help it. Both women turned to her, and she could feel her face coloring to match Emily’s. Imagining the inscrutable Earl of Blackstone…even just hearing him called by his Christian name—none of it matched her image of the dark aristocrat.


    “That is not what happened at all,” Emily said, her tone a trifle too indignant. “Lucy, please forgive my friend. She’s known for her…colorful ways.”


    “You adore my colorful ways,” said Catharine.


    Emily rolled her eyes, but there was affection in them. “I am sorry for being late, my dears. It’s just that some things are so…enjoyable that they can’t be postponed.”


    “Enjoyable?” Lucy and Catharine spoke at the same time, except Lucy’s version of the word was perplexed, Catharine’s incredulous.


    But then the older woman’s face softened and, having remained standing by the window since Emily arrived, she came back to sit by the tea service. “She’s not wrong,” she said, pouring the newcomer a cup of tea. “I merely take issue with the weight of the sentiment. Enjoyment seems such an…anemic word.” She glanced at Lucy. “But you are meant to enjoy it.”


    “Oh for heaven’s sake, Catharine, stop scandalizing Lucy. She’s unmarried, you know.”


    “That doesn’t mean I’m ignorant!” Lucy protested, bristling against the feeling that the other women were talking as if they were members of a secret, exclusive club.


    “Yes, I’m sure Miss Grisham’s did a fine job preparing you for the reality of marital relations.”


    “Catharine!” said Emily again.


    Lucy joined Catharine in ignoring Emily’s protests. “In fact, it did. We were quite well-versed in the mechanics of the—”


    “Mechanics, yes,” said Catharine. “But what about what it feels like?”


    “And I suppose you do a better job here?” Lucy said, aware that she was bordering on rude, but suddenly so defensive and embarrassed that she couldn’t help herself.


    “Oh, we don’t do it at all here.” Catharine waved a hand dismissively. “Well, the hygiene teacher covers the basics, of course, but as regards the rest, I merely take a few of the older girls aside and…enlighten them. Then they spread it around.”


    “Enlighten them about what?” said Lucy, suddenly not caring if she came off as naive. She did understand the mechanics, so what else was there?


    “About the fact that you’re supposed to enjoy it,” said Catharine vehemently. “Nobody ever tells young ladies that.”


    “Catharine!” Emily whispered sharply. Then she turned to Lucy. “As I’m sure you were beginning to gather at the estate, Catharine is not a woman prone to, ah…self-censorship. But that’s not why we’re here, so please let’s drop the subject. Lucy, we want to ask you something!”


    “I already did,” said Catharine, “and she said yes!”


    “Oh!” exclaimed Emily. “And here we were prepared to mount a campaign of persuasion!”


    “Whatever for?” Lucy asked, genuinely perplexed and a little reluctant to drop the previous topic of conversation, for she felt there was a great deal more they weren’t saying. “I’d be thrilled to have you join the society.” Emily and Catharine, unlike most of the other members, would probably do their assigned reading. For once, the society might host a proper discussion and not just a monologue given by Lucy.


    “We thought you might want to limit the group to your…immediate associates,” said Emily.


    “The group is almost entirely composed of governesses, with a few other assorted upper servants and shopgirls thrown in. But we are open to all.”


    “When is the next meeting?” asked Emily. “And where? At the Jade?”


    “No!” she said, probably a trifle too urgently. “I convened the last meeting at the Jade, but it turns out to be…not suitable as a location.”


    “Which means Trevor doesn’t want you lot of radicals in his precious hotel,” said Catharine, rolling her eyes.


    “Those dreadful investors,” Emily said, wrinkling her nose. “Mustn’t do anything that might upset the investors!”


    Catharine turned to Lucy. “Why don’t we have the next meeting at my house?”


    Lucy almost choked on her tea at the image of a crowd of governesses queued up outside the Hanover Square residence of the infamous Viscountess of Vice. But in reality, they wouldn’t come. It was already asking a lot of some of them that they attend and hear what they considered borderline-scandalous ideas aired. “You’re very kind to offer. The difficulty is that I want the society to remain welcoming to its original members.” She didn’t quite know how to put it.


    “And they’re not going to feel comfortable at my house?” Catharine asked with a twinkle in her eye. “Is that what you mean?”


    “That’s exactly what she means,” said Emily.


    Lucy flashed the countess a grateful smile. “We generally meet in Hyde Park near the base of the Serpentine. The next meeting is two weeks from Friday at two o’clock. We’re meant to be discussing An Historical and Moral View of the French Revolution.”


    “Well, Hyde Park two weeks Friday, then. It’s settled,” announced Catharine, just as there was a knock on the door. It opened, and a footman ushered in a man of about thirty. Immaculately attired in a brown coat and buff breeches, his close-cropped, sandy brown hair framed a pleasant face that lit up with a smile when its owner spied Catharine.


    “Mrs. Burnham,” he bowed. “I didn’t realize you had visitors. I shall return at another time.”


    “It’s quite all right! In fact, I invited you for the express purpose of meeting my visitors. Ladies, allow me to make known to you Mr. Lloyd, who, if I may say as much, is something of an intellectual.”


    “You flatter me, Mrs. Burnham.”


    “It’s true. He studied literature and philosophy at Cambridge, and he is kind enough to advise me from time to time on curricular matters. Mr. Lloyd, may I present the Countess of Blackstone and Miss Greenleaf?”


    After pleasantries were exchanged, Catharine exhorted Mr. Lloyd to join them for a cup of tea. Lucy devised from the ensuing discussion that Mr. Lloyd’s family, while not aristocratic, owned an estate in the Lake District, and that Mr. Lloyd spent most of his time in the family’s London town home.


    “Miss Greenleaf is a scholarly sort herself,” Catharine said, and before Lucy could protest, added, “She is a particular devotee of Mary Wollstonecraft.”


    “Ah,” said Mr. Lloyd. “The much-maligned Mrs. Wollstonecraft! It’s a pity, for she had some interesting ideas.”


    “Yes!” Lucy blinked, startled.


    “Miss Greenleaf runs a ladies’ reading society devoted to Mrs. Wollstonecraft’s works,” said Catharine. Lucy didn’t miss the sharp look Emily shot their hostess, but she wasn’t sure what it signified.


    “Does she now?” Mr. Lloyd cocked his head and smiled at Lucy, but there was an intensity in his eyes that hadn’t been there before.


    “I was thinking of asking her to prepare a special lesson for some of the upper girls,” Catharine said.


    “An excellent idea!” Mr. Lloyd said, still looking at Lucy and not at Catharine as he spoke.


    Lucy tried not to squirm under Mr. Lloyd’s regard as the group conducted a conversation about the impact of Mary’s husband’s ill-fated memoir on the reputation of his late wife. If she wasn’t mistaken, her own interest in political philosophy held her in higher regard in Mr. Lloyd’s eyes than she otherwise might have been. It was unusual to be discussing ideas like this with a man present—and a member of the gentry at that. Unusual, but not unpleasant. Though she started off somewhat timidly, by the time they had drunk several cups of tea, she was making assertions as confidently as she would in her ladies’ group.


    When she set out for the hotel she was positively invigorated. Her work at the hotel was immensely satisfying. To participate in commerce, to have one’s decisions respected and to feel they had consequence—well, it was enormously gratifying. But she did miss the world of ideas she’d been immersed in when she’d had more time to read. So it had been pleasant to converse with the ladies and Mr. Lloyd on intellectual matters for a while.


    “Miss Greenleaf!” Several blocks from Catharine’s school, she turned to find Mr. Lloyd hurrying to catch her. “Miss Greenleaf!” he panted, coming to a stop beside her. “May I walk with you for a while?”


    “Of course,” she said, curious about what could have impelled the gentleman to exert himself so much to catch her.


    “I have my own political discussion group, Miss Greenleaf. A salon of sorts. I would be most pleased if you’d care to join. The next meeting is three days hence, and we’ll be discussing Adam Smith’s Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. You needn’t have read it to attend. Come and see if the group suits.”


    A political salon! The idea was undeniably appealing. The hotel’s opening would be behind her by then. And Lucy had always wanted to be a part of an intellectual community of the sorts that Mary had been at various times in her life. The Ladies’ Society in Support of Mrs. Wollstonecraft had been a crude attempt at creating just that, but you couldn’t magically produce a community of intellectuals out of a bunch of governesses more concerned with their charges’ debuts than their own rights. Still, Mr. Lloyd was probably misinformed about her station in life, given that he’d met her taking tea with a countess and a former viscountess.


    “Mr. Lloyd, I’m flattered by your invitation, but you should know that I am, ah, employed.”


    “Are you?” he asked blandly.


    “Until recently, I was employed as a governess, and I am now, in fact, the manager of a hotel.”


    “And I had the good fortune to be born to wealth so have been able to fritter my life away in libraries,” he countered with a smile. When she didn’t answer right away, he followed with, “Miss Greenleaf, I assure you, no one in my group will give a whit what you do or where you came from. It’s your ideas that will be of interest, your interpretations and opinions.”


    She answered his smile with her own, almost unable to believe her good fortune.


    “Have you any other arguments that might prevent your attendance?”


    A teasing note had entered his speech, and it flustered her a little. “Ah, no, I can’t think that I do.”


    “Then I shall see you the three days hence at seven o’clock. Here is my direction.” He handed her a card and turned on his heel, but not before…winking at her?


    Had a gentleman just winked at her?


    She tucked the card into her reticule and set out once again. What an unusual day.


    An unusual, satisfying day.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    “Don’t be nervous.”


    “There’s no way not to be nervous!” Lucy protested as she watched Catharine pour a generous splash of brandy into a cup of tea.


    “Drink this quickly before we go in,” the older woman ordered. “And as for the nerves, simply tell yourself to stop.”


    “Of course you’re going to be nervous,” Emily said soothingly, accepting her own cup of doctored tea. “We don’t all have your ironclad nerves, Catharine.” She turned back to Lucy. “But do drink, won’t you? I agree on that point. You know that’s exactly what the gentlemen are doing upstairs.”


    It was almost time for the party. The guests would start arriving any time, and Trevor and Lord Blackstone were huddled in his apartment with the investors, having worked their way upward on a tour. Trevor had been planning to tell them about her, to introduce her, but all this talk about how conservative and cautious they were was making her uneasy. It was one thing to stand her ground in the abstract, to insist that a woman could oversee the hotel as well as a man, but quite another to stand under their judgment and proclaim it. It was better, she thought, to let him introduce the idea of her without her being physically present.


    So she’d taken the cowardly way, hiding before the men arrived, pretending to Trevor that she was needed in the kitchen on an urgent matter. She knew she’d have to face the investors sometime, but surely after a successful opening would be better. So she’d fled and, much to Monsieur Bellanger’s chagrin, refused to leave his domain as he put the finishing touches on a buffet for three hundred. And there she remained, trying to stay out of the way of the kitchen maids, until Catharine and Emily came looking for her and coaxed her out to a small parlor adjacent to the main ballroom.


    “I’m not sure about the dress,” Lucy said as the women towed her forward. She wouldn’t attend the party herself, but the ladies had convinced her that as manager, she should dress for the occasion should a matter arise in the ballroom that needed her attention. The deep green silk had seemed quite the thing in the planning, a celebratory nod to the namesake hotel. But now the low bodice her friends had assured her was daring but not scandalous seemed positively shameful. She patted her head gingerly, sure the dozens of pins that had been shoved into her chignon by Emily’s maid would all tumble to the floor at any moment and expose her for the imposter she was.


    The women ignored her repeated demurrals. Catharine threw open the doors to the ballroom. Lucy’s breath caught, though she had already seen the room—indeed she’d seen almost nothing else all day as she supervised the adornment of the grand space. But it still amazed her. The chandeliers were ablaze. The rich, well-oiled cherry paneled walls gleamed. The deep green ribbons she’d festooned the place with contrasted beautifully with the pink peonies that cascaded from every surface. She’d worked hard to strike the perfect balance. Trevor might not be able to articulate it in exactly these terms, but he wanted the Jade to be beautiful but not contrived. Luxurious but not stuffy. Rare but not aloof.


    “My dear,” Catharine said, spreading her arms wide as she stepped into the magnificent space, “look at this place. You simply cannot fail. It’s impossible.”


    …


    Trevor had wanted to see Lucy before the party began—and before he had to start probing the army officers Blackstone had added to the guest list—but by the time he and the investors made their way downstairs, the place was already beginning to fill up. Between the espionage and the investors, Trevor could use a dose of Lucy’s soothing competence.


    The investors were more jittery than he’d anticipated over the news that he’d hired a female manager. He had planned to introduce her to them, to give the female manager a name and face. Once they understood that the “female manager” was a real person, a calm, capable, intelligent person with the Jade’s best interests always front of mind, he was confident they would accept her. They would have to. He just needed to find the female manager in question.


    He searched the room for her, marveling over the casual beauty of the ballroom. Emily was standing near the door beside Blackstone—they’d agreed she would act as unofficial hostess. Though Blackstone affected an air of boredom, Trevor had worked with him long enough to recognize that the man’s placid expression was a ruse. As his wife greeted guests, the spymaster searched the eyes of each attendee, taking stock of when the officers of interest arrived.


    Catharine and James, meanwhile, were huddled in a corner, he whispering something in her ear that made her grin wickedly. Blackstone wouldn’t like that—Catharine had her marching orders, too, and was supposed to be working, just as Trevor was.


    Everyone else was accounted for, but where in God’s name was Lucy? Truth be told, he didn’t even care if she met the investors this evening, really. He just wanted to look around the room and share a moment of triumph with her before he had to take up his spying duties.


    He just needed to see her eyes. Because he had done it. They had done it. She’d been here a mere month, yet how could he ever have thought he could do it without her?


    The Jade was open.


    “Trevor.”


    Ah, there she was. He turned.


    It was so unlikely that she should be there, standing on the far side of the ballroom, and yet there she was. Unlikely Lucy, gleaming, a jade flame burning bright in a sea of mere diamonds. Polished and disheveled at the same time, her fitted, elegant gown contrasted with hair that looked as if it had been precariously arranged and might escape its pins at any moment.


    He watched with rapt attention as she crossed the room. The ballroom she strode across so decisively was perfection and she its centerpiece. With each step she took toward him, she shattered a little bit more of the ice surrounding his lungs. Had it always been there? Had it always been this hard to breathe? He was biting back gasps as air, blessed air, whooshed into his lungs. It hurt, this thaw. Needles pierced his chest, and he began to sweat with the effort of staying upright.


    She smiled. He saw the same triumph he felt in that smile, and something else, too. What was it? Tenderness, perhaps. Understanding. Despite his discomfort, he felt his lips quirking upward, working of their own accord to mirror hers. As she drew closer, she spread her arms out and looked up to the ceiling, rolling her eyes incredulously as if to say, “Will you look at all this?”


    Indeed. Look at all this. Look at her. Look at them: Lucy and Trevor from Seven Dials. They had done it! The idea was so delightfully absurd suddenly that he laughed. It sounded different, this laugh, louder and more expansive than anything that had ever come out of his mouth before. Maybe this was what laughing was supposed to sound like, when one’s lungs weren’t crusted over with layers of ice.


    …


    “You lightskirt.”


    She’d let down her guard. That’s why she hadn’t noticed him until he’d grabbed her elbow. She’d been too busy looking at Trevor. He’d been closeted upstairs with the investors so long that she hadn’t had a chance to see him before the party started.


    When she finally caught sight of him, everything else fell away: the room, the rising din of the crowd, even her nervousness. Warmth flooded her belly, but that was nothing new. That seemed to happen involuntarily—and increasingly—when she caught sight of those broad shoulders, those intelligent green eyes. She was starting to wonder, given her brief conversation with Emily and Catharine the other day, if this was desire. She’d thought it something only men experienced.


    She shoved the thought aside to examine later because there was also something else happening, a new sensation triggered by his presence. As he strode toward her, the sight of him prompted her to take a deep, cleansing breath. She hadn’t intended it, but the pink peonies everywhere brought to mind that unlikely vine that had grown under the bridge she hid under her last week in Seven Dials. They were a material symbol of how far they had come.


    Can you believe this? she wanted to cry out. Instead, she settled for what she hoped was a knowing look that communicated the same sentiment. Another deep breath. Pride. Perhaps that’s what this new freedom in her chest signified. The Jade—Trevor’s long-held dream—was open. She was proud to have helped him realize it. But more than that, she was proud for her own sake. Her vision, her hard work, had been vital to getting them here. Certainly, she’d felt satisfaction before, often when one of her pupils showed signs of having mastered a difficult concept. But this kind of all-encompassing pride was new. It was a full-body experience, and it made her want to twirl and dance and laugh.


    But she should have known better than to expect it could be so simple. Believing that hard work and a little help from her oldest friend could straightforwardly yield pride and gratification and happiness—and no consequences—had been foolishly naive.


    The yank on her elbow was so hard, she feared he would dislocate her shoulder. “Lightskirt. Bit-o’-muslin. Slut.” The voice, the hot breath on her cheek, was sickeningly familiar as he drew her toward a curtained alcove near the back of the ballroom.


    “What are you doing here?” she breathed, even as the truth slammed against her chest, choking off the newfound freedom there.


    Why had she never asked Trevor the names of his investors? The bitter truth was that she had not been interested. His description of them as “conservative men” or “Tories,” coupled with Emily’s distain for them, brought to mind a type of person rather than a specific individual. Tedious, faceless men to be used for their wealth.


    But of course the Viscount Galsmith was a perfect example of the type.


    He jerked her arm again and forced her to step toward him. She stumbled but righted herself.


    “I might ask you the same thing,” he snarled. “This is my hotel.”


    She looked around wildly as he closed the curtain, metallic acid flooding her mouth and fear animating her limbs, exactly like that night in his study. But she wasn’t alone with Galsmith this time. She was in a ballroom. She had only to scream, and on the other side of that curtain were people who would help her. Her person, if not her reputation, was safe, for now at least. And Trevor would—


    Another yank, but it was on Galsmith’s arm this time, though she felt the violence of it, reeling as he was forced to relinquish her.


    “What the hell is this?” Trevor demanded, invading the dim, curtained-off space. Galsmith started to sputter, but Trevor paid him no mind, turning his attention to her, eyes unreadable. “Is this him?”


    “Him?” she heard Lord Blackstone echo as the earl appeared in their niche, too.


    “I should be asking you the same question,” Galsmith spat. “Is this her? Except I already know the answer. This is the manager you spoke of, isn’t it? You’ve got a lightskirt running the Jade.”


    Stricken, Lucy could not speak, and she looked at her shoes, humiliated. There was no way to defend herself without making it worse. She was going to ruin it all, all her hard work. And Trevor’s—years of work on his part. Who had she thought she was, just moments ago, as she walked with her head held high, surveying the ballroom as if it belonged to her—as if she belonged here?


    Well, she could at least sell her dresses. That would get her enough to get set up somewhere. Or perhaps Catharine would still honor her offer to allow Lucy to teach at her school. If she were lucky, all she had ruined was her own life and not the hotel.


    Emily’s gasp drew Lucy’s attention back up in time to witness Trevor retracting his arm, fist clenched, silent fury written all over his face.


    No. Her lips formed the word, but she couldn’t command the sound to accompany it. If, so far, they had been lucky enough to escape scandal, a brawl at the Jade’s opening night would not bode well for its future.


    Lord Blackstone grabbed Trevor’s arm. “Not here, man.”


    Trevor struggled, which only prompted Lord Blackstone to clamp both arms around him, as if he were intervening in a pub fight. Lucy heard the few guests that had assembled laughing at something Catharine was saying. She recognized her friend’s overly gay tone as an attempt to distract them from what was unfolding mere feet away from them in the alcove, and sent a silent prayer to the heavens that it would be enough.


    “He’s right,” she whispered urgently, finally able to choke sound past the tight lump of fear lodged in her throat. Then, the ability to speak deserting her as quickly as it had arrived, all she could do was shake her head at him and try to transmute how urgent it was that he not make a scene. Her own reputation against that of the Jade? There was no question.


    Trevor didn’t break eye contact with her, but he stopped struggling. “Did he…?”


    Instantly transported back to Galsmith’s study that night, Lucy knew what he meant. She shook her head. “No. I got away…before that happened.”


    Trevor looked up at the ceiling then, and the moment of inattention was enough for Lord Blackstone to escort the two men out of the ballroom.


    Was she supposed to go, too? Catharine appeared suddenly by her side, taking her arm and quite clearly planting her feet, as if to signal that they should let the men go on. Lucy was grateful for the cue, because she didn’t know what to do, what to think. She could only watch Trevor, who, before he stepped out of the room, shot her an intense look over his shoulder. She couldn’t decipher it, but it made her shiver.


    Catharine watched Trevor, too, then swung her head around and made eye contact with Lucy, quirking a smile as she raised her eyebrows. “Well. This is getting interesting.”


    Lucy had to work very hard not to cry. Catharine must have been able to tell, for she laid a hand on her shoulder. “Chin up, my girl. He’s a vile man, and we shan’t let him win.”


    …


    “This is not the time or place to argue about the morality of Mrs. Greenleaf,” Blackstone said as they entered a small sitting room adjacent to the ballroom.


    “No,” said Trevor, feeling as though his jaw might explode, “dawn is the time.” He lunged around Blackstone and jabbed Galsmith in the chest. “Tomorrow. You name the place.”


    Blackstone stepped between Trevor and Galsmith. “The two of you are not meeting at dawn.” He turned to Trevor. “I’ll prevent it by sleeping in your doorway tonight if I have to.”


    Ahh! Trevor wanted to scream, but he knew Blackstone was right. There was no sense killing or being killed over some words—dueling was just another affection of the ever-impractical aristocracy. It’s just that he had nowhere to put the rage that was roiling inside him. Maybe he should embrace his rough background and just kill the viscount in his sleep.


    “Probably you both ought to apologize to Mrs. Greenleaf,” Blackstone went on.


    “It isn’t Mrs. Greenleaf, you know,” Galsmith sneered. “And if it were, I would note you’re awfully worked up over a perceived insult to another man’s wife.”


    “Under the circumstances,” said Blackstone, “I think the best course of action is for Bailey to return your money, Galsmith. The two of you clearly—”


    “I’m not going anywhere until you’ve been made to understand that you’ve hired the worst sort of doxy to be your housekeeper, or manager, or whatever the hell she is. Leave it to her to appropriate what is rightly a man’s job. That’s what reading all that—”


    The growl that issued forth from Trevor’s throat was involuntary, but it served enough warning that Blackstone was able to intercept the punch Trevor had aimed to land on Galsmith’s jaw. I got away, Lucy had said. But what had happened before that? How was he supposed to stand here and just let this man…continue to exist?


    That he had the power to eliminate the viscount was a bit of a revelation. When he was a child, he hadn’t had the means to go after the men Lucy’s mother wanted to sell her to. So he’d gotten her out. But now…things were different. He was bigger and stronger than Galsmith—and he knew how to fight dirty. He wagered he knew a few tricks the milquetoast aristocrat did not.


    Oblivious to the fact that Trevor was plotting his demise, Lucy’s former employer kept moving his foul mouth. “Of course, it doesn’t really matter what you call her because we all know that Loose Lucy earns her living on her back.”


    “He isn’t worth it,” Blackstone said low in his ear. “We’ll handle this another way.”


    “Fuck!” Trevor turned to the bell pull and yanked so hard the tasseled handle came off. He didn’t want to handle this another way—and that unsettled him. Hadn’t he spent the last several weeks lecturing Lucy about the importance of not courting scandal?


    “There’s a great deal at stake here, Bailey,” Blackstone whispered.


    Of course. We mustn’t endanger the mission. It would always come back to that for Blackstone, wouldn’t it? Never mind the hotel—there are army officers to chat with. Aware he was acting like an obstinate child but unable to stop himself, he hurled the tassel that had come off in his hand at the wall.


    When a footman appeared, he rasped, “Viscount Galsmith was just leaving.” For a moment, he thought the bastard was going to put up a fight. Part of him—a very big part of him—welcomed it. Finish this now and be done with it.


    Instead, Galsmith just curled his lip, coward that he was. “My condolences, Bailey. It’s not every day a man learns his mistress is a lightskirt.”


    “Leave it,” Blackstone cautioned, his voice urgent.


    Trevor’s arms shook with the effort of remaining still. When the door shut behind Galsmith, Trevor sank into the nearest chair, feeling for all the world like Lucy’s former employer had shot him in a duel. His chest hurt and his breath was still ragged. He spoke into the hands that covered his face. “How can I let that stand?”


    “The more important question is what will you do about Miss Greenleaf?”


    He looked up, momentarily confused. Had she come into the room? No, they were alone. “What do you mean?”


    “You’ll have to marry her. Her reputation is ruined if any of this gets out.”


    “What?” Had the whole world gone mad? Murder seemed like a reasonable response to the insult. But marriage? He was the last person Lucy should marry. She deserved a hell of a lot better than him. All Trevor could do was laugh, though it came out sounding bitter and hollow, even to his own ears. “No one saw. The room was practically empty.”


    “This is what a gentleman does when a lady’s reputation is a stake, Bailey. I can think of more than one marriage I know of that arose from such circumstances.”


    “Oh for God’s sake, Blackstone. She doesn’t expect it—that’s the last thing she would want, in fact.”


    “An offer of marriage when her reputation has been impugned would be unwelcome?”


    He sometimes forgot about the gulf between their backgrounds. “I’m different from you, with your society and your rules. How many times do I have to tell you that? I’m not like you aristocrats. Neither is Lucy.” Blackstone was so practical in so many ways, having had any soft edges he might have possessed hardened off after years as a soldier and spy. But it seemed that blood ran deep.


    “You’re like us when it suits you.”


    Trevor looked at his friend sharply. There was no pity in those glittering dark eyes.


    “Well, at the very least,” said Blackstone, curling his upper lip slightly, “you can go out there and act like all is well. And pray to God you haven’t ruined everything.”


    “Everything being the Jade or the bloody mission you brought into my hotel?”


    The earl narrowed his eyes. “Both.”


    Resigned and angry in equal measures, Trevor headed for the door.


    “Wait.” When he turned, Blackstone’s eyes had softened a little. He placed a hand on Trevor’s shoulder. “Tell me. I won’t make you do anything, and I won’t repeat it. But tell me. What is she to you?”


    Trevor paused. He thought about not answering. But, finally, the truth won out. He owed Blackstone that much. “I don’t know.”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “Act like everything is normal.”


    Lucy stifled a shriek as Trevor’s strong hand came to rest on her arm, but this time the touch was gentle, unthreatening. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from these tonnish types,” he said, “it’s that often if you act the part long enough, you become the part.”


    She took a deep breath to calm her still-churning stomach. “Well, thankfully, everything is normal, so no acting is required. I don’t think anyone saw what happened between you and…him.” She had trouble even saying his name now. It was one thing for him to have preyed on her inside his house. But now he’d been in hers. Well, no—she checked herself. He’d been inside her place of employment. And she supposed that since he was an investor, technically the Jade was his place more than hers, though the idea rankled. She pasted on a smile. “Catharine put it around you’d beat Galsmith at cards, and he was refusing to pay up. That’s how she explained his hasty exit.”


    “Ah, the perfect lie. Everyone knows a gentleman never calls up his debts.” He shot her a wicked grin, as if the whole dreadful evening had not happened. “And everyone knows that I am not a gentleman.” Before she realized what was happening, they were walking toward the center of the room, where couples were pairing off for a country dance.


    “No, no, no.” Something close to panic rose in her throat. “I don’t dance.” He shot her a skeptical look. “Where would I have learned to dance?”


    “What did they teach you at that school?”


    “Not dancing. They were training us to be governesses, Trevor. Glorified servants.”


    Without stopping, he veered so they were now walking past the dancers. “Then we’ll go outside. It’s better anyway.”


    “Better how? What do you mean?”


    “Outside.” It sounded like an order, and indeed, he proceeded to tow her out the French windows that led from the ballroom to a large veranda.


    She glanced around, trying to discover if anyone was watching them. “What will people think?”


    He shrugged. “That I’m not a gentleman?”


    He gave her a little push then—not anything like a shove, but he exerted more pressure on the small of her back than she imagined a gentleman holding himself to the strictest standards would.


    Why did that make her shiver and feel hot at the same time?


    They emerged onto the formal garden. It wasn’t large, this being the middle of London, but she had done her best to make sure it was as attractive as possible given that they hadn’t started planting until midsummer. Before she could assess whether they were alone, he started with the pushing again, the warmth of his large hand seeping through her silk-clad back. He was aiming her toward the small private courtyard they’d been using to enter and exit the Jade all the weeks they’d been working to finish it. He’d been planning to wait until next year to plant a kitchen garden in the space, but she’d convinced him to let her plant a few rows of beans and lettuces. There was a small door in the fence that separated the two spaces, hardly noticeable unless one was looking for it. She ducked through, eyes on the ground so as not to step on the tender plants.


    And then he had her backed against the fence. Before she could exhale her surprise his mouth came down on hers, hard, sending a shock of sensation down her spine. As soon as her mind caught up to what was happening, he stopped. Lifting his head, he breathed into her ear, “A gentleman wouldn’t do this.” He pulled back then and studied her face. “But I am enough of a gentleman that I’ll stop if I’m asked.”


    This was what they’d been talking about, Emily and Catharine. Lucy knew then, without a doubt, that her education on the topic at Miss Grisham’s had been incomplete.


    There was so much…more. And she wanted to feel it.


    So even though she might not know precisely what was going to happen, she knew exactly what she was doing when she looked him square in the eye and said, “Well, thank goodness you’re not a gentleman, then.”


    He shot her a wicked grin before he lowered his head to her neck, kissing and licking. She could barely catch up with the sensation when he was on to her ear, nipping the tender lobe as he whispered, “Dancing was the gentlemanly way to touch you—and I had to touch you—but this is much better.”


    Oh, she wanted him. Is this what had driven Mary to the brink of madness? Having these sensations and then being rejected by the man who brought them? It nearly made her ill, this wanting. She hadn’t known such a thing was possible. “I am not what he said, though,” she whispered. It seemed important that he understand. She wasn’t her mother—thanks to him. She hated that he’d sent her away, but she could not deny that he had saved her by doing so.


    He just shook his head, continuing to nuzzle her neck. “I know. But it doesn’t matter what he says, or what you have or haven’t done. None of that matters to me.”


    And then his hands—oh, she’d forgotten about his hands. They started at her face, cupping her cheeks, gently, almost reverently, as he pulled away suddenly, leaving her neck feeling naked, exposed. She could feel the intensity of his gaze and thanked heaven for the darkness that engulfed them. The gas lights on the veranda on the other side of the fence allowed her to make out the barest outline of him, but they were dim enough—she prayed—to hide her cheeks, which were so hot they must be bright red. Then those hands started down, sliding along either side of her neck. There was no hesitation as they fell farther, over her breasts, leaving a trail of fire along their path, not stopping until they reached her hips. “You’re not a lightskirt. I’m not a gentleman. So where does that leave us? A gentleman would ask you if you were all right after that scene in the ballroom. A gentleman would fetch you a cup of tea, perhaps, or deliver you to the company of a woman friend.”


    His hands tightened on her hips, and her breath quickened. Even though she’d given him implicit permission just a moment ago, he seemed to be asking again. God help her. She would probably end up regretting it, but it was as if someone else had control of her mind and body this evening. So she planted her hands on his cheeks and pulled his head down and kissed him for a long moment, the best way she knew how. When she broke the contact, he groaned and let his head fall forward, chin to chest, as if he were fighting an inner battle. It stayed there for a long moment—long enough for doubt to begin to take hold.


    But then the onslaught began. One hand shot up and grasped her head, angling it just so as his mouth came down on hers. She opened, marveling at how the sensation of his tongue making increasingly bold incursions into her mouth seemed to be mirrored with an echoing throb between her legs. She moaned, and this seemed to embolden him even more. He grabbed a handful of her skirts and yanked them up. The night was warm, but the air was nevertheless a shock of coolness on the overheated skin of her thigh. He was touching her thigh! Stroking it. Continuing to plunder her mouth, he let his long fingers drift up, up, and—


    “What are you doing?” Her hand shot out from where it had been resting, limp, forgotten against the gate, and clamped down on his forearm. She regretted immediately the shrill tone she hadn’t been able to keep from her voice. “What are you doing?” she tried again, whispering this time, as if simply repeating the same question with the right intonation would make any difference to these unusual proceedings.


    His hand had stilled at her first outburst, but he hadn’t moved it. The meat of his palm pressed against her curls with a firm pressure that was, truth be told, quite delicious. For a moment they both stood panting, suspended.


    “Do you trust me?” he rasped. His scratchy voice connected somehow with the hand resting against her, weaving a cord that connected her and his voice.


    “Yes,” she whispered, and the admission tightened the cord.


    “Then let me do this for you.”


    Do what? Before she could voice the question aloud, he replaced the palm of his hand with the pads of two fingers and began drawing slow, tiny circles. Why was he doing this? Miss Grisham’s strict policy of informing its pupils about these matters so they could protect themselves against overzealous members of the families that would be their future employers had not included this in any of the lessons.


    “Ahh,” she gasped, rolling her hips despite the spike of embarrassment the shameful movement inspired. She was unable to resist, feeling like she was struggling toward something vast and unknown.


    “That’s right, just let it happen,” Trevor whispered. That voice, it was almost as wicked as his fingers. Everything clenched inside her, and her throat constricted. Yet she found she did not want to breathe if it meant the cessation of this…thing that was happening to her. He used his free hand to grab her bottom and urge it forward. Good heavens, he seemed to want her to move her hips.


    “Let what happen?” she practically sobbed, frustrated at something she couldn’t articulate.


    “Shhh. Stop talking. Let me do this for you.”


    Do what? And then, ah, God, she understood. “Oh!” she gasped. It was like climbing a great cliff and then falling off. No, it was like being pushed off. It was like…


    “Just let it happen.”


    Shattering.


    It took a few moments for her to come back to earth.


    But by the time she did, a new project had taken shape in her mind. She had her lemon biscuits and her flower arranging. But this…this might be the most interesting project she had ever embarked upon. She vowed to give the shocking idea some measured thought over the next few days.


    Still, it was important that he understood her first principle. “I’m never getting married,” she said, watching him closely for his reaction, which, as his eyes narrowed and his brow knit, seemed to be tilting toward annoyance.


    “Yes, you’ve made that clear,” he said, briskly plucking a twig from her hair, all the heat gone from his touch.


    Good. She needed to remind him—but also herself—of where she stood.


    …


    Trevor left his hand on Lucy for a very long time, taking shaky breaths as he waited for the aftershocks and tremors to fade. His throat was thick with something he very much feared was emotion. Tears, to be precise.


    This had been a mistake.


    Except he couldn’t quite make himself regret it. Later, he knew, when his mind cleared, the full weight of what he had done would come crashing in on him. But now, here, he understood with his soul that there was no way this evening could have gone otherwise. To imagine Galsmith trying to put his unwelcome hands on Lucy, to imagine her porcelain skin marred by the man’s brutish paws, her whole being subject to his degrading lusts—it was enough to unhinge him. He’d stalked out here, practically dragging her in his wake, out of his mind with suppressed rage, Blackstone’s assignment utterly abandoned.


    He’d wanted—needed—to mark her. Even if no one else ever knew, she would know. And he would know: she was his. Even if he could never have her, not in any real sense of the word. For now, she was his.


    But somewhere along the way, his motivations had changed. She’d proven so full of passion, so willing, even if she was clearly unschooled. The great champion of women had no idea where her power lay. She had no concept of the vast pleasures that were available to her. So then his goal had become simply to bring her pleasure. Lucy Greenleaf was brave, loyal, wise, and beautiful, and she deserved every pleasure he could rain down on her.


    And now that it was over, he didn’t disagree with that noble sentiment. He wanted to bring back the vibrant, proud, happy woman who’d walked toward him in that ballroom, spreading her arms in amazement. He was still chasing that spark in her eyes. Galsmith—and life—had taken it away from her, and he wanted it back.


    But when she’d shattered in his arms, harder and with more force than he’d ever seen in a woman, it planted a question in his mind, one he knew would torment him in the coming days. Hell, it would torment him for the rest of his life. What would she sound like when she was free to voice her pleasure unhindered?


    “That was…” She sighed and left the sentence unfinished.


    He very much wanted her to finish it. But he didn’t want to beg. “As I said before, that was something no gentleman would have done.” A sickening thought dropped into his gut, like a brick. Yes, here was the regret arriving. He was no better than Galsmith. Than the men of Seven Dials. How had he not seen that?


    “Well…” She let the word trail off, as if she were tasting it, rolling it around in her mouth. He wouldn’t have thought it possible, but he grew even harder. “As I said before, thank goodness you’re not a gentleman, then. Did we not cover this already?”


    He could sense rather than see her smile, so he pushed back against the remorse that was threatening and allowed an absurd rush of pride to puff up his chest. Regret and self-recrimination would come later, and he accepted that, but for now, he reveled in the idea that he’d brought her pleasure, even if it was only short-lived.


    She smoothed her dress and looked around as if it were just dawning on her that they were outside. “What do we do now?”


    Right. There was a party inside, a party on which the future of the Jade hung. He plucked a twig from her hair. “Now, we go inside and act like everything is normal.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Trevor didn’t bother waiting until dawn the next morning. If he wasn’t going to fight Galsmith in a proper duel, there was no reason to wait for the sun. And there was certainly no reason to observe the absurd proprieties that governed ton life. For example, one made morning calls, inexplicably, in the afternoon.


    To hell with that.


    Also, although there was no expressly articulated rule prohibiting it, when visiting, one generally did not batter the door like an escaped Bedlamite.


    To hell with that, too.


    Sometimes, it was convenient to be a grown-up gutter rat. Trevor stood in the dark, pounding his fist against the door in an unceasing rhythm, trying to remember all the reasons he was not supposed to murder the Viscount Galsmith.


    When the door opened an inch, he seized the opportunity, sticking his foot into the opening to prevent the butler, who was peeking out, from slamming the door in his face. Then he simply yanked, opening the door fully to expose the blinking servant, whose coat had been donned atop a nightshirt.


    “Bring me Galsmith,” he growled.


    The butler stood to full height. “I’m sorry, sir, the viscount isn’t at home.”


    Another of the goddamned nonsensical ton conventions.


    “Of course he is. It’s two o’clock in the morning.” He struggled to keep his voice controlled, to contain the roiling sea of emotion that had been threatening to drown him ever since he parted ways with Lucy. He took a step closer to the servant and cracked his knuckles, allowing the man to see that he wasn’t wearing gloves. “Bring him to me immediately, or I will come inside and tear this house apart until I find him.”


    “What’s going on here?” Lucy’s former employer’s voice called from somewhere inside the house.


    “There’s a…gentleman insisting he must see you, my lord.”


    Trevor took advantage of the butler’s momentarily split attention and pushed past him, stepping into a dark entrance hall.


    “Bailey? What the hell are you doing here?”


    He reached into the rucksack he’d been carrying and produced a small, coarse burlap sack. Extending his arm, he let it dangle for a moment, feeling its weight. “I’m doing this.” He let the sack drop and even through the burlap, the coins made quite an impressive thump as the bag hit the marble floor.


    “You owe me interest,” the viscount said, yawning.


    The yawn fanned the flames of Trevor’s already sizzling rage. How could the blackguard be so casual?


    “It’s in there,” Trevor ground out. “Count it if you like.”


    “That’s it?” Galsmith said, strolling down the stairs, apparently undisturbed. He didn’t even look at the sack as he passed it. “You’re going to keep a doxy of the worst sort on your staff? The demimonde is one thing at a place like the Jade, Bailey, but I don’t think you understand the full extent of what that woman believes. Who she is.” He yawned again. “Why don’t you find yourself a pretty little actress instead of that hoyden?”


    The only thing Trevor could think of, through the red haze of rage that clouded his vision, was getting the viscount to stop yawning.


    And as far as he knew, you couldn’t yawn with a fist in your mouth.


    The crack of bone on bone galvanized the butler, who, after madly yanking the bell, tried to pull Trevor off Galsmith. Trevor shook the servant off like an insect.


    It was going to take a great deal more than that to stop him.


    “Father?” A girlish voice wafted down from the top of the stairs. “Is everything all right?”


    “I told you something was happening, Edith,” said another voice, one that also belonged to a girl.


    Sisters. Lucy’s former charges. The girls she had so resolutely instructed using Mary’s methods. He stepped away from Galsmith, air whooshing out of him like a deflated bellows.


    “Everything is fine, girls,” said Galsmith, pressing his hand to his jaw and wincing. “It’s just a misdirected messenger. Go back to bed.”


    Trevor leaned in toward the viscount once more. “If you ever come near her or the hotel again, I will kill you.” He turned to go, but then paused halfway out the door. “And I’ll do it the dishonorable way.”


    …


    Act like everything is normal.


    It had turned out to be easier than Lucy would have thought, because when they’d gone back inside the night of the party, it appeared no one had missed them—thanks to Catharine, who had created just the distraction needed to ensure that no one would notice that the hotel’s owner and manager had disappeared.


    Even now, three days later, as she tried to focus on the accounts, Lucy could scarcely believe it. Catharine and her husband James had been caught in a sitting room down the hall from the ballroom. And they had been…engaged in marital relations—depending on whose account you believed. A party guest had reportedly thrown open the door, later claiming she thought it was the ladies’ retiring room, only to find Mrs. Burnham enthusiastically, ah, astride her husband, whose hands were obscured beneath her skirts.


    When Lucy and Trevor reentered the ballroom, the place had been afire with whispers. Though Catharine and James acted oblivious to all the attention, they must have felt the weight of several hundred pairs of eyes. But instead of fleeing or hanging their heads in shame, they’d merely sipped champagne and chatted easily. It seemed nothing cowed the Viscountess of Vice.


    “It’s not like anyone can prove anything,” Catharine had said blandly, shrugging as Emily scolded her later. “We were both clothed. Mostly.” When Emily raised an incredulous eyebrow, Catharine just smirked. “No one knows what was going on beneath my skirts.”


    What was going on beneath your skirts? Lucy had wanted to shout. Was it the same thing that had been going on beneath her skirts outside? Because she needed to know what…that was.


    She wasn’t naive. At least she’d thought she wasn’t. Even though she’d tried to stay outside as much as possible, she’d seen a great deal living with her mother, including many things she wished she hadn’t. And although Miss Grisham’s trained its pupils for a life of service, and hence of spinsterhood, it also provided instructions in all that would be required of them should they unexpectedly rise above their stations and marry. Or, more likely, should they find themselves in a situation in which they needed to deflect the advances of an overzealous employer.


    Overzealous. That’s the word her teacher had used. A man would grow amorous, perhaps even to the point of becoming crazed. Certain mechanical effects resulted, and when they did, it was up to you to protect your virtue.


    The teacher had explained that the act was undertaken voluntarily by wives because this was how children were made. In fact, children were the reward for tolerating the advances of one’s husband. Of course, Lucy knew that some women tolerated these advances because it was the only way to keep themselves alive.


    It was an utter crime, her teacher declared, how many young ladies were sent to the marriage bed with no idea what to expect. But at Miss Grisham’s they were enlightened. Lucy had graduated feeling smug, as if she knew the great secrets of sexual congress while so many poor women—ladies of the aristocracy, even—were left in the dark.


    It’s just that no one had ever said a word about…whatever it was that had happened beneath her skirts.


    No one had said a word about pleasure.


    The shocking, all-consuming, full-body wave of pleasure that had overtaken her, divorcing her fully from rational thought.


    She’d wondered, directly after their encounter, if something was wrong with her. Could that have been normal? Was it possible that she had some defect, something that made her react to Trevor’s touch with such…enthusiasm? Such embarrassing, mortifying enthusiasm.


    But then, hearing about Catharine and James at the party had given her reason to reconsider. By all accounts, they hadn’t been able to keep their hands off each other. They were married, lived at the same house. Lucy was nothing if not logical. Even if their goal had been procreation, if they couldn’t even wait a few hours until they got home, what did that say about the education she’d received at Miss Grisham’s?


    That it had been incomplete at best. In fact, as time passed, bewilderment gave way to irritation. Because whatever Trevor had been doing, he’d been doing it deliberately. He had known what was going to happen. And whatever Catharine and James had been doing in the sitting room, Catharine had enjoyed it—a very great deal if one could judge by the satisfied smirk she had used to deflect Emily’s halfhearted admonishment afterward. In fact, it had almost seemed as if the two women had shared a great joke, one she wasn’t privy to.


    Yes, Miss Grisham’s had a lot to answer for.


    Luckily, Lucy had always been very committed to ongoing education and self-betterment.


    And, suddenly, flower arranging was no longer on the top of her list of projects.


    Of course, she reminded herself, she had other projects, too. Work-related projects, and they deserved the majority of her attention. Beyond giving her a great deal to think about, Catharine’s adventures had livened up the party. She had bestowed just the right amount of infamy on the night, and hence on the Jade. They’d been besieged with bookings in the days since the party and were even close to being at capacity this coming week.


    Still, no matter how much she tried to concentrate on work, the other project—that was all she could bear to call it—prickled at the edge of her consciousness.


    Act like everything is normal.


    She’d thought Trevor meant right then, for the rest of the evening, in order to salvage the party. It hadn’t occurred to her that three days later, she’d still be acting. It hadn’t occurred to her that he’d meant indefinitely. That there would be no discussion whatsoever about what had transpired in the garden.


    Of course, to discuss something with someone, you needed to be in proximity to that someone. And, shut up in his library working most of the day, every day, Trevor made sure that hadn’t happened. When he left the hotel, he bustled out through the kitchen, sending the servants into an uproar at the sight of the immaculately attired owner appearing amidst the chaos and heat of the kitchen.


    Which was unfortunate, because the other project was one she couldn’t undertake alone. She was beginning to resign herself to the idea that she would have to abandon it.


    It was a good thing Lucy was so busy. That she hadn’t had time to think very much about things. Because if she had, she might well allow her thoughts to circle back to the idea that there was something wrong with her. That something about her had displeased him, or, worse, that her ardent response had marked her as the kind of woman from which a man needed to hide.


    She picked up her quill, ignoring the nervous fluttering in her gut. Yes, happily there was no time at all for such thoughts. She had a hotel to run. She forced her attention back to the neat columns of numbers she was checking. A hotel that was doing quite well indeed in its opening week, thank you.


    And it wasn’t just work keeping her busy. She was an intelligent, independent woman with a political salon to attend. She glanced at the clock on the mantel. Ten more minutes of figures, and then she would allow herself an hour of reading for Mr. Lloyd’s salon.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Lucy floated up the stairs feeling lighter than air. She was giddy, positively buzzing with excitement. Mr. Lloyd’s salon had been everything she had dreamed of and more. Of course, it had only been one meeting, but she was feeling bold, daring to hope that she had found the intellectual community she’d always yearned for. Like Mary in Paris, or earlier in London with Paine and Blake, Lucy had always wanted peers. Writers and readers and thinkers. People who cared what she thought and were anxious to engage with ideas—not to mention did their assigned reading without Lucy having to harangue them.


    Equally revelatory was the fact that the group was composed of both men and women, and that beyond the observation of customary social norms, no one treated the women any differently than the men. Everyone was quite interested in hearing about the Jade, for its reputation had preceded it, and when Mr. Lloyd introduced her as its manager, the few whistles from the group had been admiring, not derisive.


    Mr. Lloyd had been very attentive, making sure she was introduced to everyone, and that she was included in the discussion. And he’d sought her out privately as she prepared to depart, to make sure she knew she was welcome at next week’s meeting.


    All in all, a highly satisfying evening.


    So satisfying that she despaired of ever falling asleep, given the way her mind was humming.


    As she ascended the final steps to the fourth floor, a noise from the stairwell above her drew her attention. “Trevor?” It was unusual to see him in this part of the hotel. His apartment was at the front of the building—the opposite end from the rear-facing rooms she’d moved into when she became manager—so normally he would use the front staircase for his comings and goings.


    “Yes.” He stopped halfway up the flight of stairs and turned. She hadn’t seen him—really seen him—since their encounter during the party. He’d made sure of it, studiously avoiding eye contact when he came and went. But there he was, standing there looking at her unflinchingly. Her heart did something. She wasn’t quite sure what. It might have sunk. It might have sped up. It was impossible to name the sensation, other than to be sure it was making its presence known.


    She didn’t know how to be with him. How to act.


    “I just wanted to make sure you arrived home all right.” He carried a single candle, and the stairwells and corridors were also gently lit, so he was bathed in a warm glow. He was fully dressed, including boots. The opening of the hotel had necessarily ended his nocturnal barefoot wanderings. It wouldn’t do for a guest to catch sight of the proprietor pacing the halls sans coat and stockings.


    It occurred to her that she was probably one of the few people who had ever seen Trevor’s bare feet. Well, he had probably had lovers—her mother had taught her many things, and one of them was that men had needs that couldn’t be sublimated—but she shoved that thought aside. Given how much they had run around barefoot as children, certainly she had seen his feet more than any other person in England.


    Thinking about Trevor’s feet made her start thinking about other parts of him, too, which was something that had been happening disconcertingly frequently of late. To be more specific, she’d been thinking about his chest. The wall of muscle that she had encountered when they’d kissed in the garden had been so different from the scrawny boy’s chest she had seen that time she had tended him after he’d fallen from a cart and injured himself. She wondered if he still had the scar from that misadventure. She wondered what it would look like on the man’s chest. Would it have faded?


    “Good night, then,” he said, making her realize she’d been standing silently staring at him—thinking about what was beneath his clothes, for goodness’ sake—for longer than was reasonable or respectable.


    She should just let him go. Then she could go inside and start reading the book for next week’s salon. “I’m sorry if I worried you,” she blurted, halting his progress. “I didn’t anticipate being out this late. I should have told you where I was going.”


    He turned again. “You don’t owe me an accounting of your comings and goings.”


    “No. I don’t owe you an accounting, but it would have been common courtesy.” Why was she arguing with him about this? Why couldn’t she just stop talking and let him go?


    He nodded. “Well, then—”


    “Do you still have that scar on your shoulder?” she said, before she could lose her nerve. “The one from that time you fell? May I see it?”


    He took a step down. “Why?”


    How to answer? How to explain that she’d been thinking about that scar, which had been so red and angry when they were children, even if they’d been having so much fun when he acquired it. That she wondered if the scar had faded with time, if the man’s muscles that had replaced the boy’s leanness had subsumed it. That doing so made her agitated, uncomfortable. But that she couldn’t seem to stop.


    “I don’t know,” she finally whispered, feeling too warm suddenly and wanting nothing more than for him to refuse so she could go into her rooms and sit by the open window.


    But it was not to be, because he was beside her, opening her door, gesturing for her to precede him inside.


    She took a deep breath. It was just as well. She’d been hoping to talk to him about the hotel. Business had taken a slight dip in the last several days, and she wanted to hear his thoughts about boosting it again.


    There was also the other project. But she feared she’d lost her nerve on that front.


    Lucy’s rooms were quiet and, during the day, flooded with sunlight, and she had grown to love them. She hadn’t wanted to retain the sample room because, frankly, she hadn’t thought it a good idea to continue sleeping just beneath Trevor’s apartment. He hadn’t questioned her selection, but had insisted on converting the room next door to the one she’d chosen into a study for her. A manager needed a study, he argued, despite her protests that she preferred to work at the small table in the kitchen where she could attune herself to the comings and goings of the staff and be easily accessible should problems arise. Trevor had told her to work wherever she liked and to do whatever she pleased with her second room, but a second room she was going to have. In truth, she’d found it almost unbearably wonderful to have so much space at her disposal. After years of folding herself into tiny rooms adjacent the schoolrooms in the houses she served in—and years before that sleeping six girls to a room at Miss Grisham’s—to have two rooms of one’s own amounted to almost untold luxury.


    Trevor hadn’t seen her rooms since he’d dispatched workmen to them. He’d ordered the workers to build an interior door to connect the rooms, instructed them to do whatever else she wanted, and absented himself. Now that the work was done, the rooms felt like hers, and having him in them seemed strangely intimate. Which was silly because Trevor knew her better than anyone.


    As she moved around lighting candles, she tried to see the room through his eyes. It was undeniably feminine, with its floral wallpaper and overstuffed deep green settee. He moved to the window seat she’d asked the men to construct and ran his fingers over a pile of books stacked there.


    He smiled. “I like it. It looks like you.”


    She let go a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. But then she reminded herself that she didn’t need his approval.


    He moved to the small writing desk where she had set her copy of Rousseau when they’d come in. Angling it next to a candle, he squinted at the spine. “Wollstonecraft group widening its scope? You won’t like to hear it, but are you certain it’s a good idea for a group of women to meet this late into the evening? I hope you escorted one another home.”


    She smiled. “Someone would have to be last in that scheme. After the second to last lady was seen home, the last would have to escort herself.”


    He’d crouched at the hearth to build up the fire. “Yes,” he said over his shoulder, “and why do I suspect that someone would be you?”


    “I wasn’t meeting the Wollstonecraft group. I’ve been invited to join another group, a salon run by a friend of Catharine Burnham’s.”


    “Ah.” He fanned the small flame he’d got going. “What’s her name?”


    She paused for only a moment. There was nothing to hide. “His name is Mr. Lloyd. Mr. Jeremy Lloyd.”


    Trevor looked up sharply, then cursed as a twisted piece of newspaper he’d been using to light the fire singed his hand. “And did Mr. Jeremy Lloyd escort you home?”


    She almost didn’t answer and was tempted to remind him of their earlier exchange, in which he’d said she didn’t owe him an accounting of her comings and goings. But, honestly, she didn’t want to fight—and in truth she didn’t want him to leave just yet. “No, I accepted a ride from another attendee.”


    “Did you? And what was his name?”


    “Her name was Mrs. Lavinia Murray, a widow. Very interested in politics.” She wished, suddenly, that Trevor had been there. Surely he would have seen how infectious the excitement and energy in the room was. Throwing her spencer on the desk, she couldn’t help doing a little twirl before she sat on the settee and sighed. “I said something about how women ought to be considered autonomous, independent persons, capable of forming and expressing unique opinions—and no one disagreed! Well, that’s not entirely true. Several people disagreed, but they did so respectfully, and with such impassioned arguments. Oh, Trevor, it was simply marvelous. It was like being part of a real intellectual community! We spent hours talking about ideas! That is why I am so late.”


    Having finished with the fire, he stood, and from her vantage point perched on the low settee, towered over her. “I can talk about ideas.” He sounded a little like a petulant child.


    “I didn’t say you couldn’t.” And with her high, piqued tone, so did she. How lowering.


    “But ideas are not why I’m here, are they?” He took a step closer, which only magnified the appearance of him as a giant. He let his coat fall off his arms, and took another step, entirely filling her field of vision. Then the waistcoat came off, and was followed by another step.


    “What are you doing?” she whispered, sitting up straighter against the back of the settee.


    “Your wish is my command, my lady,” he said, as he unbuttoned the top two buttons of his shirt. Then he reached for its hem, pulled it over his head, and tossed it aside, leaving her face level with his chest.


    She gasped, the scar forgotten as she tried to make sense of what she saw. There was no mistaking the image. There were the seven familiar streets snaking over the left side of his chest, converging over his heart. The streets that had given their childhood home its name. He had marked them on his body in ink.


    It might as well have been a flame and she a moth. She couldn’t help standing and touching, and he hissed as she let her fingers trail gently over the markings. His skin was warm, and his pulse thrummed under her touch.


    “You recognize it?” he asked, voice raspy.


    “Of course. When did you do this?” She wanted to ask why. But that seemed too intimate a question somehow, so she settled for when.


    “After I got my apprenticeship. After I got out.” He cleared his throat. “Of course I wanted to forget, but…” Closing his eyes, he muttered a curse. “It is difficult to explain.”


    “You wanted to forget, but you wanted to remember, too.” She understood perfectly, having been frustrated herself with the inadequacy of language to capture the coexistence of conflicting emotions that assailed her when she thought about their childhood. She reached into her high-necked bodice and pulled out the jade. It wasn’t ink lodged in skin, but it was the same thing.


    “Yes,” he said. “Yes, exactly. These marks of the past, they remind us to be brave.”


    Lucy didn’t feel particularly brave. In fact, her pulse was racing, and she was a little shaky. But that tattoo…it had some kind of power over her.


    “Come by the fire so I can see better.” Made golden by the firelight, his skin appeared to glow. Despite the fact that he seemed to spend most of his days in his library working, he was sleek and muscular, as if his labors were more of the physical variety—just as she had suspected given what it had felt like to be clasped to that chest. A light dusting of hair on his chest stopped when it hit his sculpted stomach muscles and then picked up again, a thin line that she traced with her eyes to where it disappeared beneath the waistband of his breeches. She stared at the bulge she saw there, not caring that her behavior was unseemly. Finally, with a sigh, she raked her gaze back up.


    There was more than just the image of Seven Dials. He stood silent under her scrutiny as she took inventory. He had three tattoos altogether, two on his torso and one on an arm. She’d always assumed that the only people who inked their bodies in that fashion were lowlifes. But in fact, Trevor’s tattoos made him look exotic, like a pirate. Dangerous, like a criminal. Powerful, like a warrior. She could not look away.


    “Was that the first one?” she asked, nodding at the map image.


    “Yes.”


    “How soon after you left did you have it done?”


    “The very day.”


    She nodded. It was like him to want to mark the passage. She understood.


    “Did it hurt?”


    “Yes.” Every question she asked he answered immediately, straightforwardly, speaking in a low, controlled voice while he watched her intently.


    “And what about this one?” She let her fingers trail over his right bicep, decorated with an owl that looked rather incongruent in that it was whimsical, almost childlike. The arm beneath the image was steel, unyielding, coiled power held within.


    “When I was in the army, there was a boy named Jasper in my company. He’d lied about his age to enlist, but he was only thirteen. He was a chimney sweep from Southwark. A gutter rat.”


    “Like us,” Lucy breathed, understanding without him saying that Trevor had seen something of himself in the boy.


    “Like me,” he corrected. “We all tried to protect him as much as we could. He was like a little brother—or a son. He had this tame owl that followed him everywhere. No one knew where it came from, and he would never say. It was the damnedest thing. But the bird went everywhere with him. He would give that bird his last ration, his only drop of water before he’d take anything for himself.”


    It was only a slight catch in Trevor’s voice, but it was enough to tell her what happened. “He died, didn’t he?” she said softly, stroking the image.


    Trevor nodded. “Yes, but not until after we’d all quit soldiering. He, Blackstone, and I survived Badajoz—we were lucky. Jasper lost his leg, but he was determined to make something of himself anyway. It was the same battle—though not the same day—that saw Blackstone lose his hand.”


    Lucy had read about the horrific siege of Badajoz. Thank God she hadn’t known then that Trevor had joined the army, or she would have been held prisoner by the daily death listings.


    “After Badajoz, Blackstone and Jasper were out on account of their injuries. I followed. Jasper did some…work on a venture Blackstone and I were pursuing, but he died not a month later.”


    “What happened?”


    “He found himself on the losing end of a knife fight.” Trevor cleared his throat. “The owl flew off, and we never saw it again.”


    Lucy didn’t know what to say and, suspecting that Trevor would not appreciate clichéd platitudes, she merely moved on, pressing her fingers to the next image, which was on the side of his abdomen, diagonal from the Seven Dials image. A rose.


    He didn’t wait for her to ask. “My mother, of course,” he said, for she knew his mother’s name had been Rose.


    Lucy was a little surprised. Trevor had never seemed to give his mother much thought back in their childhood. They’d both tended to consider their mothers only as sources of shelter—and poor ones at that, since they always had to tiptoe in late and stay out of the way when their mothers were entertaining. But then again, it seemed he had marked himself with the people—and the place—that had most marked him. There was a certain kind of logic there. “Do you know what happened to her?” she asked, leaving unspoken the question she really wanted to ask.


    “No, nor do I know what happened to your mother,” he said, answering both spoken and unspoken queries. “I went back once, a few years ago, after I’d left the army, and tried to find them.”


    Of course he had. Trevor was, at heart, a protector.


    “Not only did I not find them, I could hardly raise anyone we knew. There were only a few of the old suspects still about—remember Mr. White?”


    She nodded, thinking of the gruff greengrocer who sometimes gave them rotten vegetables he couldn’t sell. The memories that she had ruthlessly shoved aside for so many years came flooding in.


    “But of course he had no idea where either of our mothers had gone. It is very likely they are both dead, if not from disease, then a disgruntled client. It wasn’t an easy life.”


    “They had no other choice,” said Lucy, her eyes filling with tears and her voice becoming scratchy. “The older I get, the more I see that. They did what they had to do.”


    “Yes. We all did.”


    Lucy opened her eyes as wide as they would go, fearing that to blink would cause the moisture that had gathered in them to spill over, and she had always hated crying in front of anyone, especially Trevor. “Do you have any more tattoos?” she asked, merely as a way of distracting herself from the wave of sadness that was threatening to overtake her.


    “Yes. One more.”


    “Oh! Where?” She leaned to one side, aiming to angle herself so she could see his back.


    He twisted in place, displaying his back, corded with muscle but unmarked by ink. There was the scar she remembered, the mark that had prompted this whole encounter, which paled in comparison to the dramatic tattoos he wore. She leaned closer. It was faded but evident, and it was joined by another, bigger scar on the edge of the same shoulder, one that hadn’t been there before. About a quarter inch in diameter, it was raised and red.


    “What is this?”


    “I got shot in Portugal.”


    “Good heavens, Trevor!”


    “It looks worse than it was. It was just a nick—superficial. The rock was worse, actually.”


    She shook her head as she resumed her search for the final tattoo. Only someone who grew up as they had would characterize a gunshot wound as superficial. When she’d satisfied herself that there was nothing to see, she sat back, intensely curious. The last tattoo must be on a leg.


    Before she could question him further, he leaned forward and inserted the fingers of one hand up beneath her chignon, gently loosening it. “Take down your hair.” She opened her mouth to protest but stopped short. He’d shown her his tattoos. “Please,” he added. “I’ve missed seeing your hair down.”


    “All right.” It took a minute to work loose all the pins, and when she did, he bit his lip.


    “You used to wear it down all the time.”


    “Yes, because I didn’t know any better,” she said, her voice wavering when he boldly reached out and unfastened the top button of her high-necked dress. As if he had a right to undress her. Just like he had a right to command her to take her hair down. She swallowed, praying his fingers would not brush her neck and learn that her heart was hammering out of control.


    Another button. Perhaps she wouldn’t have to bring up her latest project. Maybe she would be lucky enough that it would just happen.


    He brushed his index finger across her collarbone. But as soon as the intense sensation of his warm skin against hers rocked through her, his touch was gone. He stuck his pinky finger through the ring hanging from the slim chain around her neck.


    The realization that he’d only meant to examine the gem—for he was looking at it now, not her—was accompanied by the sting of disappointment.


    “Where did you get it?” she asked. She’d always wanted to know, but it had seemed impolite to ask. Now, though, since so many years had passed, and since it appeared they were talking openly about the past, she felt emboldened.


    “Where do you think?”


    “I think you stole it from that pawn shop on Great Earl Street.”


    “Correct.” He ran his thumb back and forth over the stone. “I wanted to buy it legitimately. I thought you deserved something real, something untainted by the graft all around us.” He huffed a bitter laugh. “But then I realized that any money I could scrape together to buy it would itself be ill-gotten. I wanted to rise above my base ways, just the once, but of course it was impossible.”


    “I don’t care. I loved it. I still do.”


    “You don’t wear it on your finger anymore.”


    It was true. When they were children, she’d worn it with the stone facing in—she was brave but not stupid. A length of string wrapped around the too-large band ensured it stayed on her finger. “They would have taken it from me at school. I had to hide it. And then, after school, it just seemed…” She shrugged, not sure how to tell him that a governess had to play a certain role within a household. A wise governess endeared herself to the mother of her charges, and a stunning jade ring did not help in that effort. His eyes shifted to look at the fire. When several beats went by without him speaking, she returned to her unanswered question. “You haven’t said what the fourth tattoo is.”


    He looked her in the eye, his expression difficult to decode. His face was serious, but there was a hint of a sneer on it. Self-mockery, perhaps? Or was it directed at her? It was impossible to tell. Before she could formulate a reply, he leaned down and kissed the stone. The chain was short enough that his hot breath tickled her neck.


    Then he rocked back on his heels and said, “My last tattoo is somewhere only my lovers get to see.” The scandalous statement, and the fact that he stood so quickly after making it, disoriented her. “Good night. Sweet dreams of Mr. Lloyd.”


    “Who?” Her mind was still muddled, and it took her a moment to work out to whom he was referring—and that he was leaving.


    And that she very much didn’t want him to. The perfect opportunity had been within her grasp—he had already been half undressed, for heaven’s sake—and she hadn’t had her wits about her enough to seize it.


    “Exactly.” Chuckling, he shut the door softly behind him.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    “Nothing,” said Blackstone, scowling at Trevor and letting his fist fall to the table in his breakfast room. “In answer to your question, what I have turned up is a great deal of nothing. Everyone we spoke to at the party who knew Gelling or Hill had nothing but seemingly genuine affection for their late comrades. And nothing at all that would seem to connect the men in civilian life, though I still have men working on that.”


    Trevor, unable to face Lucy the morning after that strange, charged interlude in her rooms, had invited himself to breakfast at Blackstone’s town house by showing up at the uncivilized hour of seven o’clock and was trying to distract himself by asking about Blackstone’s progress on the murders.


    “I hope, my, ah…distraction that evening didn’t make for more work for you and Catharine,” Trevor said, knowing full well it had. He had simply laid down his duty and gone outside to assault Lucy.


    When Blackstone made no answer other than to narrow his eyes and purse his lips, Trevor continued. “So it wasn’t a fellow soldier who murdered them. But the murders must be connected, mustn’t they, given that the second occurred on the anniversary of the first? Perhaps Hill and Gelling had a common enemy. Or maybe it wasn’t about them. Perhaps the man we seek wasn’t after them personally so much as—”


    “What they stood for.”


    Trevor shrugged. One side effect of having been a spy through the war was that one tended to see treason everywhere. It wasn’t necessarily likely in this case, but it wasn’t without the realm of possibility. “If the two men don’t have anything in common, do their regiments? Could there be a commanding officer in common who is actually being targeted?”


    Blackstone shrugged, though Trevor knew better than to assume the gesture signified indifference.


    A rap at the door interrupted the men, and the butler entered and announced Catharine.


    “Good Lord, Stanway,” Blackstone said, “Why are you letting the riffraff in at this ungodly hour?”


    The servant merely smiled and backed out of the room. Stanway was the only member of the household—other than the countess—who knew of the master’s secret career, so he knew to admit both Trevor and Catharine at any hour of the day or night.


    “My dears, we have a problem,” said Catharine. She collapsed theatrically into one of the chairs around the small breakfast table.


    “Emily is still abed,” said Blackstone.


    “It doesn’t matter,” said Catharine. “It’s about the Jade, so I haven’t come for Emily.”


    “In that case,” said Blackstone, “should we not have this conversation at the hotel, where Miss Greenleaf can join us?”


    I’d rather speak to the two of you alone first,” Catharine said, which suited Trevor fine. He didn’t need to see Lucy—he’d come here specifically to avoid seeing her, in fact. To look at her with her hair done up all primly but then to remember the feeling of her running her hands over his tattoos…the contrast between the demure Lucy and the bold one was too much to bear. He needed to wait for time to do its work, to dull the almost painful sensation of being around her. No, if he had to see Lucy right now, he couldn’t guarantee he wouldn’t tear her hair down himself this time, rather than asking politely as he had last night.


    “I was at a musicale last night,” Catharine said, “and overheard some ladies talking. It sounded as if they had planned to take tea at the hotel this week.”


    “Yes,” said Trevor. “Apparently in the week since opening, we’ve been doing a brisk business in afternoon tea.” He certainly never would have predicted it. “Lucy has seized on the trend, in fact. She says it’s because women don’t have clubs like men do.”


    “Ah!” exclaimed Blackstone. “And they can’t frequent pubs or coffeehouses alone. It’s a stroke of genius, really, to cater to groups of ladies like that.”


    “Yes, she’s been working with the cook to refine the offerings,” Trevor said. He agreed with the earl. Lucy had been very smart to notice and encourage this trend. Of course, she had also been declaiming about how it was a moral crime that groups of women had no place to safely gather to talk among themselves, but he left that part out.


    “But if I may draw your attention back to the matter at hand?” Catharine pitched her voice as if she were talking to a pair of unruly boys. “These ladies were discussing their plans not to take tea at the Jade as they had originally intended.”


    Trevor shrugged. “Well, I’m told that the chef is planning to marry the art of French pastry with the tradition of English tea sandwiches in a way that will astound us.” Blackstone smiled. Catharine did not. “So I suspect it is their loss.”


    “They canceled their plan because they said the Jade isn’t respectable.”


    Both men turned to her with their full attention.


    “We were going for an air of mystery,” Blackstone said. “We don’t want to become Almack’s.”


    “What else did they say?” Trevor asked.


    “They said they had heard the place was managed by a female of loose morals.”


    Trevor stood, the same rage he’d felt when Galsmith set upon Lucy at the opening forcing him up out of his chair.


    “Which is ridiculous, of course,” Catharine went on, her tone artificially gay. “Utter nonsense.”


    “The question is, where did they hear it?” asked Blackstone. “Certainly the loss of one tea party isn’t going to make any difference, but if the rumor is pernicious and really takes hold, we could indeed have a problem.”


    “I tried to find out, but when I inserted myself into the conversation, they grew quiet.” She grinned. “Perhaps because I am known for my loose morals.”


    Trevor appreciated that she was trying to lighten the mood, but he could not join in her laughter. “I’m not planning to do anything about it.”


    “Of course not! What would you do? Sack Lucy? Ha! I’d ruin the place myself if you did.”


    Her smile had faded, and Trevor wasn’t sure if she were still jesting. But it was gratifying, somehow, to see how quickly Lucy had inspired loyalty in his friends.


    “No,” said Blackstone. “Not yet anyway.”


    He looked sharply at the earl. Perhaps he needed to revise that thought. “Not ever.”


    “All I’m saying is that we should keep our ears open, manage the situation. The investors won’t let you ruin the place.”


    “Is that a threat?”


    Blackstone held his palm up in a caricature of surrender. “Good Lord, man! No, that is not a threat. I just want to make sure you protect what you’ve worked so hard to build.”


    “Of course,” he said, embarrassed at having reacted so zealously. This was the second time in recent days he had rashly accused his friend of threatening him. And Blackstone was right. The Jade was the culmination of years of struggle, of willing himself out of one life and into another. “You’re correct. We’ll watch the situation.”


    “You must tell Lucy, though,” said Catharine. “I admit I wanted to speak to you alone first, and perhaps we needn’t tell her all the details. But she deserves to know.”


    She deserves to know she’s a threat to the place she helped build? No, that was not happening. But Trevor just smiled blandly. “Of course. I’ll tell her when the time is opportune.”


    …


    “Mrs. Greenleaf?”


    It still sounded odd to hear herself addressed with the honorific of a married woman, but Lucy knew how to play her role. “Yes, what is it?”


    The maid, apparently, still did not know how to play hers. There had better be a good reason the girl had made the journey upstairs in her flour-dusted apron. Lucy raised her eyebrows. The girl caught on and sank into an exaggerated curtsy. Lucy had worked herself to the bone trying to train the servants to strike just the right note in their interactions with the guests. But perhaps she shouldn’t hold the girl to the same standards as she would the parlor maids. Normally, she wouldn’t be interacting with guests at all.


    “I’m sorry to bother you, but room 203 is ringing, and we haven’t any footmen to answer.”


    Lucy had to refrain from pounding her head on the desk in frustration. “And where have the footmen gone?”


    “You told them to go with her ladyship when she went out to the shops.”


    Lucy had been delighted when the dowager Marchioness of Ossington, a quirky matriarch who made no secret of her distaste for her son’s new wife, had arrived in town for a month, declaring she simply could not bear to stay under the same roof as the current marchioness, who had apparently imposed all sorts of blasphemous modernizations on the family’s town home. If they could attract the aristocracy—even if only the elderly, cranky sort—it would be very good for business.


    “You told them to do whatever she wanted. But you also said the maids should only go into the rooms to clean and that footmen should always answer summons. So we didn’t know what to do.”


    “And the marchioness needed all of the footmen to attend her shopping trip?”


    The maid shrugged but at least had the sense to look embarrassed.


    Lucy shut her accounts book. “Very well, I will answer their call myself.”


    The girl’s mouth widened in surprise.


    It was Lucy’s turn to shrug. “If there isn’t a footman to be found, what choice do we have? We could send a parlor maid, but it might as well be me.” She didn’t tell the girl that she had a passing thought that perhaps she should summon Trevor. But she just as quickly dismissed it. Trevor had taken her on as manager to solve problems at the hotel—not to turn to him every time something got complicated. And a dearth of footmen was hardly worthy of his attention.


    If the guests in room 203 were surprised that a woman answered their call, they didn’t show it. They also didn’t seem to register that she was dressed in a regular day dress and not one of the uniforms the Jade’s female staff wore. They merely asked her to tidy up and proceeded to ignore her as they spoke—in Danish.


    Lucy was so startled when she realized that they were speaking one of the foreign languages she knew that she almost dropped the stack of dishes she was gathering and greeted them in their mother tongue. She checked herself just in time. Servants didn’t converse with guests. They answered when spoken to, but they certainly didn’t initiate conversations solely because they wanted to practice their Danish. A pity, though. It wasn’t as if a London governess ever got a chance to exercise her rusty Danish.


    Still, what a pleasure to move quietly around the room and listen to the sounds rolling off their tongues, words that began as only vaguely familiar gradually taking shape into specific meanings as the language she hadn’t used in years came back to her.


    The older of the two men tinkered with a clock and, as he worked, he spoke of a woman named Margit. The way he talked about her, with such sadness and in the past tense, made Lucy suspect she was dead.


    “We do this for Margit,” the other man said. “The last one, for your baby girl.”


    “I will do it myself,” said the older man. “Don’t forget. I will do it, and then we will go home.”


    The younger shook his head. “The best option is gift.”


    Strange that he would lapse into English there. But before she could puzzle out why, the older man objected. “No. Too slow. I want to watch him die. I want to look into his eyes as he takes his last breath and see him repent for what he did to Margit. What he did to Denmark.”


    Lucy only partially succeeded in stifling a gasp. Turning away, she prayed they hadn’t interpreted the strangled cough she had manufactured to cover it as a sign she’d understood them. Mind churning, she busied herself making up the bed. She must have misunderstood. She was generally very good with foreign languages—understanding and retention came easy to her—but in this case she must be mistaken about what she thought she heard.


    “You should have let me kill one of them at the party,” said the younger man.


    Dear God. Lucy’s heart beat so hard she was afraid the men would see it, and she struggled not to drop a teacup she had been moving to a tray.


    “No.” The older man spoke sharply. “He wasn’t at the party. Even if he had been, I have told you. The timing is essential. Why would you think I would deviate from the timing this last time? I have told you, there is poetic justice in the timing.”


    “But since there’s no audience to appreciate your poetry, what does it matter?”


    “It matters.” The older man’s tone was dismissive, almost as if he was disgusted by his colleague.


    Lucy tried to prolong her stay in the room by taking as long as possible to put the bed to right—which wasn’t hard, as fear had made her clumsy—but the men didn’t say anything else. She finished and turned toward the door, trying to contain a growing panic when the older man startled her with a simple, “Miss?”


    “Yes, sir?” Turning to face him, she dropped a curtsy and gazed at the floor. It was absurd, but for some reason she didn’t want him to see her face.


    “Please may we order some lunch? It doesn’t matter what. Something substantial.”


    She forced herself to smile. “Yes, of course.”


    “With whiskey,” said the younger.


    Lucy didn’t miss the older man scowling his disapproval at the younger, but when he didn’t voice any objection, she nodded and said, “I’ll send someone right up, sirs. Will there be anything else?” She willed them not to have another task for her. She had to get out of here. Then she had to figure out how to get these men out of her hotel.


    “No. Just lunch.”


    It was all she could do not to turn and run.


    …


    Trevor was hiding.


    It was a gorgeous sunny afternoon, and he was cloistered in his apartment.


    He was completely caught up on his business correspondence.


    He had created a proposal for Blackstone’s perusal, should his friend care to invest in the Cornwall mines along with him.


    He had made a list of every possible source of the rumor that Catharine had reported, cross-checking her account of the musicale’s guests with a copy of Debrett’s.


    He had stared into space for a very long time trying to puzzle out who would want to murder Lieutenant Harry Hill and Captain William Gelling—and why.


    His accounts on all his ventures were in order.


    Hell, his rooms had never been tidier. He’d stopped short of making the bed, but that was only on principle—the rest of the place sparkled.


    He’d even read another volume of Wollstonecraft—the bloody letters from Scandinavia.


    Yes, it was time to face facts. He was hiding.


    Hiding from Lucy, to be more precise.


    Because he didn’t know what was supposed to happen next.


    Everything was a deuced mess—and he wasn’t even talking about the mysterious rumor Catharine had reported. He kept trying to passively review the facts, as he did when considering a potential investment or when working through a mission with Blackstone. Fact number one: something had happened to him at the Jade’s opening party, something that had nothing to do with Galsmith. He’d seen Lucy sweeping across the ballroom, a jade come to life in her green silk, and the sight of her had made him wonder, for the first time in his life, if perhaps he could be happy. Not merely satisfied, in the way his amassing of assets made him. Not triumphant, as he felt having achieved success in the eyes of the very society that had stepped over him, unseeing, as he’d wallowed in the gutter as a child.


    Actually happy. At ease. Able to breathe.


    As if he deserved her.


    But then, of course, a minor hell had broken loose. Which led him to fact number two: instead of behaving like a man who might deserve a woman like Lucy, he’d gone halfway toward ruining her that night against a fence in the kitchen garden. He’d left her with twigs in her hair, for God’s sake. No matter how high he climbed in the world, no matter how much money he amassed, he was never going to be good enough for Lucy. She knew where he’d come from, who he really was. She deserved better—which was fact number three, the one that trumped everything.


    He’d known, after the initial euphoria of their interlude had worn off, that remorse would find him. And it had. But the English language fell short, for remorse, regret, those words were too mild. Other, more potent—more accurate—words swirled around his head, tormenting him with their veracity. Debaucher. Reprobate.


    It had been one thing when they’d kissed that first time in the garden, or in the kitchen when they were sampling menus. Those encounters seemed almost innocent compared to what had happened at the party. Then, unlike the other times, he’d known exactly what he was doing. It hadn’t been a question of getting carried away in the heat of the moment. No, he’d wanted to mark her as his. What the hell was wrong with him? Lucy had spent her life trying to escape men who meant her ill. Her mother’s customers, prepared to buy the innocence of a child. Viscount Galsmith, preying on his employee, the woman charged with educating his daughters. And now, him, taking advantage of the woman who made the hotel run. His oldest friend. The one he had pledged to help.


    He’d spent much of his life trying to protect Lucy. From starvation, from death. From men who would do her harm. The bitter truth was that he was no better than the men he sought to protect her from.


    The person Lucy needed protection from most was him. The overgrown gutter rat turned spy. The man who had exchanged slinking around the gutters for…slinking around the gutters.


    When he closed his eyes, he could still see her in his mind’s eye as she had been last night. Beautiful Lucy, breathtaking, exhilarated from her political salon. From her time spent with people utterly unlike him. Intellectual men whose minds crackled with ideas. He could just imagine her going toe to toe with them, her amber eyes flashing as someone dared to suggest that Rousseau’s ideas about the education of women contained even a single crumb of merit.


    He’d been consumed, when he’d entered her rooms after her salon, with showing her that there was more to life than ideas.


    And apparently he had succeeded, because when he’d told her—nay, taunted her—that his fourth tattoo was somewhere only his lovers got to see, something had changed in her eyes. It had been one thing for him to tease her. Ungentlemanly? Yes. Irresponsible, reproachable? Yes, all these things and more. But it had been safe, in a way, because Lucy was never going to marry anyone. Her devotion to Mary, and to the idea of independence, made sure of it.


    But, to his astonishment, her eyes had clouded over as she bit down on her lip. Her gaze fell, roaming his legs. Desire might have darkened her eyes, but it didn’t slow her keen mind. He could practically hear the wheels turning in there as she tried to work out where the mystery tattoo might lie. Then—God help him—those gorgeous amber eyes had come to rest on his cock. And stopped there for long enough that it couldn’t have been an accident. When she lifted her gaze and met his eyes again, she’d been unashamed. No hint of the blush that had painted her cheeks so many times these recent days.


    The game had changed last night. Lucy had taken control of the play.


    And his mature, noble response? To run and hide.


    But hiding didn’t quite do justice to what was happening inside his apartment, inside his heart. Torture might be the more apt word. Because, in addition to seeing her, he could close his eyes and still feel her gentle, inquisitive hand stroking his chest. Gentleness giving way then to brazenness as her eyes raked over him, searching for the last tattoo.


    He had no idea how to fix things. How to go on. He’d been acting irrationally, hoping that if he just avoided her long enough, he could forget the image of her writhing beneath his fingers, pleasure and shock together painted across her gorgeous face as she surrendered to her release. That his mind would let go of the image of her pink mouth, falling open in astonishment as she took in the sight of his tattoos. But no. The images had not faded. If anything, he’d driven himself mad remembering, revisiting them again and again, sometimes allowing his base mind to revel in a version where he’d taken his pleasure, too, where, somehow, in some impossible fantasy version of events, she’d wrapped her legs around him and he’d sunk into her with a groan of pleasure.


    He moved to the open window and breathed in the heavy warm summer air. Unlike Lucy, he’d never had any particular fondness for the outdoors, but he felt the pull now of escape—from the opulence of the hotel and from the exquisite tyranny of Lucy’s presence in it.


    “Damn.” He pounded his fist on the windowsill. He was smarter than this. Avoidance was not going to work indefinitely. It was the strategy of an immature coward. He needed to talk to her, to apologize. It was the only way to put the past behind them and move forward. He was acting like a petulant child, one who believes if he doesn’t see a problem, it doesn’t exist.


    A tentative knock at the door interrupted his self-recrimination. “Trevor?”


    Well, handily, it seemed his problem was knocking at his door.


    He cursed again but under his breath this time. All right. Time to face her. He strode across the room and yanked open the door—probably a little too vehemently, judging by her surprised expression.


    God, she was beautiful. The handful of times he’d been forced to leave the hotel in the past three days, he’d done so through the kitchen, knowing he would be safe among the crowd there. She’d been there twice, working at her small desk in the corner. But he’d taken care not to spare her more than a cursory glance. He hadn’t wanted to look at her. To really see her.


    This was why. The mass of contradictions that was Lucy was almost too much to bear. Strong but vulnerable. Confident but uncertain. The woman who blushed but then looked at his cock as though nothing could cow her. Though he couldn’t have articulated it then, this was why he’d arranged her escape from Seven Dials. He couldn’t live with the contradictions. He’d wanted her to be strong and confident. Happy. Even if she had somehow managed to escape her mother’s fate, she was never going to be those things—not entirely, not unreservedly—in Seven Dials, where life was all about survival, leaving no room for happiness.


    She caught her lower lip with her top teeth. There was one more contradiction—innocent and wanton. Even as his breath quickened, his renegade mind imagining those were his teeth scraping along the rosy pink flesh of her lip, the better part of him recognized that it was time to face up to the consequences of his actions. To apologize and figure out a way to move ahead. For the sake of the Jade, if not for his own sanity.


    “I’m sorry to disturb you, but we have a problem with a guest.”


    “Oh.” She wasn’t here to confront him. He blinked, needing a moment to adjust to this new, mundane topic. He’d worked himself up into such a lather that the idea that she had come not on a personal matter, but with a piece of hotel business, disconcerted him. Strangely, he felt a little puff of disappointment in his chest. Probably only because he’d roused himself to face the situation, and he was momentarily disoriented to learn that he wouldn’t have to. “Come in.”


    “I was tidying a room.” She wrung her hands as she spoke, not even noticing the newly clean surroundings of his rooms—something he felt certain she normally would not have been able to resist commenting upon. “And I overheard something troubling.”


    “Why were you tidying a room?” The prospect of her doing a maid’s job raised his hackles.


    She waved her hand dismissively, which caused the disappointment that had deflated his chest earlier to spark into annoyance. “We were temporarily short on footmen.”


    “Why were we short of footmen?”


    “I’m sorry. We’re still working out some of the wrinkles.”


    He was the one who should be sorry. If he had treated any of his other ventures with the disregard he’d shown the operations of the Jade in its infancy as he hid in his apartment, he would be back on the streets. He’d left Lucy to fend for herself, to handle everything, so what right did he have to scold her about how she was doing it?


    “We have a guest checked in called Mr. Jespersen. He arrived the day after the opening. He wanted his room tidied, and as I was putting things to right, he was speaking to another man in Danish. They would have assumed I couldn’t understand them.”


    He held up a hand. “You speak Danish?” He had to blink again, to shake his head. Nothing about this conversation made any sense.


    “Yes, but of course they didn’t know that.”


    “You speak Danish?” He was aware that merely repeating the same question made him sound dimwitted. And Lucy was clearly troubled by the story she was recounting and probably anxious to get to the point, but he couldn’t get past this new piece of information about her.


    “Yes. I turned out to have a talent for languages.” When he merely raised his eyebrows at her, signaling that her explanation fell short of his expectations, she sighed and filled in the rest of the story. “I learned French and Latin, of course—those were standard subjects at Miss Grisham’s. But we had an elderly teacher, a widow who’d come to the school to teach music. She was Danish—she had married a British merchant and followed him to England. I prevailed upon her to teach me her mother tongue.”


    “Because Danish would be so very useful?” He couldn’t help needling her, even in the midst of this very confusing discussion.


    She flashed him a self-deprecating smile. “Actually, I was interested because of Mary’s travels through the region.”


    “The letters from Scandinavia!” he exclaimed.


    “Yes. I was quite obsessed with Mary in those years. I loved her with the vehemence only the young can muster.”


    “Unlike now. You’re not obsessed with her at all now.” Damn, he couldn’t stop teasing her.


    She ignored the barb. “My teacher was delighted to have someone to converse with, and we spent many hours talking. Of course, I’ve been out of school for seven years now, and I haven’t used it since. So I can’t be sure I heard what I thought I heard.”


    “What do you think you heard?”


    She didn’t speak right away, took a deep breath first, and he was flooded with a sense of foreboding.


    “I heard a death threat. A murder plot.”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    “Wait a moment.” Lucy pressed her fingers to her temples, massaging as if she could somehow make her mind absorb the unlikely words she’d just heard, so they could be transmuted into something that actually made sense. She scanned the faces of the people assembled in the sitting room at Emily and Lord Blackstone’s house. The men—Trevor, Lord Blackstone, and James Burnham—gazed at her with severe expressions. Emily looked sympathetic, her brow furrowed with concern. Catharine just grinned.


    They’d spent the last ten minutes asking Lucy bewildering questions about the wars, things she had trouble answering, but which she could now tell were designed to probe her loyalty to king and country. And then they’d blindsided her with an astonishing revelation.


    “You’re telling me,” she said, “that you’re all spies. Spies.” When Trevor had cursed and hastened her out of the hotel, insisting they call immediately on Lord and Lady Blackstone, she had assumed he wanted to seek the earl’s counsel. But this? This was nearly incomprehensible.


    “Not all of us,” said James. “I am most definitely not a spy.”


    “Nor I!” Emily chimed in.


    Lucy looked at Catharine, who shrugged, looking like a child caught misbehaving. She didn’t seem to regard the situation with the same gravity as Trevor and Lord Blackstone. “I wouldn’t say I’m a spy, exactly. I assist from time to time. It’s Blackstone and Trevor who are the real spies.”


    “After I was discharged from the army, thanks to my injury,” Lord Blackstone said, nodding toward his missing hand, “I was recruited to help with London-based intelligence operations. Trevor came with me.”


    She turned to Trevor, the man she thought she’d known. Lucy had come to an understanding, these recent weeks, that there were several versions of Trevor inside the one man. When she’d first seen him that stormy night she arrived, she’d thought him hard, a far cry from the mischievous boy she’d known. She’d assumed that like her, the past had marked him. Not just their hardscrabble childhood, but war. Men didn’t survive war without consequences. And what were any of them besides a complex mixture of all they had survived? But occasionally, despite it all, he’d shown her flashes of the old, jesting, carefree Trevor of the past.


    She just never would have imagined in a thousand years that “spy” would be part of the mixture that was present-day Trevor. The idea was nothing short of astonishing.


    “I couldn’t tell you,” Trevor said. “Telling people who don’t need to know only endangers them—and our missions.”


    “Of course,” said Lucy, waving away the apology, even as hope blossomed in her chest. Maybe that was why he’d been squirreled away on the top floor—he was working on an intelligence mission and not merely avoiding her.


    “And there was nothing to tell, really. Not anymore. Things have been quiet lately, since, God willing, the war is over, so I thought my intelligence days were largely behind me. Blackstone had been looking into the murders of two army officers, but I haven’t worked on a mission in months—not in any meaningful way.”


    All right, so apparently there wasn’t another explanation—he just hadn’t wanted to see her. As she’d feared.


    “Miss Greenleaf,” said Lord Blackstone. “I have indeed been nosing around the details of two murders. Two military officers murdered on the same day a year apart.”


    Lucy had to stifle a gasp, feeling like a green girl compared to the others, who discussed murder with the same degree of detachment as they might the weather. “And you think what I heard might be related to those murders?”


    “We can’t know,” Blackstone said. “Perhaps I’m too suspicious, but it comes with the job. I can’t help observing that your hotel guest is of Danish heritage.”


    Understanding was beginning to dawn. He thought the murders were politically motivated. “Denmark-Norway was allied to Napoleon before the Treaty of Kiel, which saw Denmark join the alliance against Napoleon,” she said, thinking out loud so that she could make sure she comprehended what they were intimating. “You are suggesting that perhaps our guests did not make the leap with King Frederick—that they are French sympathizers?”


    “A murder plot being discussed by Danes invoking the motherland—it does cross one’s mind.”


    James, who had been watching the conversation silently, looked at Catharine and sighed. “Especially given the murders Blackstone has already uncovered.”


    “And with that in mind,” Lord Blackstone said, “could you please tell us everything you remember about these men—not only what they said, but what they looked like, what they wore. No detail is too insignificant.”


    Lucy recounted her brief visit to room 203 as thoroughly as she could, silently berating herself for not paying as much attention as she might have. She’d been focused on understanding them—and then on getting out.


    “And you’re sure he said he wanted to make this person—this man he seems to be after—pay for what he did to Denmark?” Lord Blackstone asked after she’d finished speaking.


    “Yes.” She’d been confused about a few things as she’d struggled to comprehend the rapid conversation, but that she hadn’t mistaken.


    “That alone suggests there is more at work than simple murder, even if what she heard isn’t connected to the other killings.” said Catharine.


    “Listen to you all!” Emily cried. “Isn’t simple murder enough cause for alarm?”


    “Of course it is,” said Lord Blackstone, “but we mustn’t let ourselves get carried away. Emotion has no place in a mission.”


    Catharine clapped her hands with something that seemed very much like glee, seemingly oblivious to the fact that her husband was still looking at her with exasperation. “A mission will be just the thing to liven up the summer. It’s ages until the Season starts!”


    “Don’t you have to ask someone about all this?” Lucy asked lamely, still a bit overwhelmed. Could they really just decide to take this on? “Don’t you have to talk to someone in charge?”


    “That would be me,” Lord Blackstone said.


    Emily shook her head as one would at the antics of a troublesome child. “I am married to London’s spymaster, Miss Greenleaf. It’s quite maddening.”


    “So,” said Lord Blackstone, ignoring his wife, “I should think our next move is obvious.”


    “She’s not doing it.”


    Though Trevor spoke quietly, he drew everyone’s attention. Lucy had temporarily forgotten him, which was itself a small miracle considering how much he had been on her mind in recent days. But he had barely spoken all evening, merely brooded in a corner, watching the conversation unfold.


    The earl looked like he was about to say something when Trevor suddenly stood up. “She’s not doing it.” His anger seemed to explode out of nowhere, and the contrast between this version of the declaration and his previous, quiet one, was striking.


    “Are you talking about me?” Lucy asked, looking back and forth between the men.


    Lord Blackstone remained seated, but his posture stiffened as if he were bracing for a confrontation. “I know you said no spying in the hotel, but—”


    Trevor held up a palm to silence the earl. “I have no choice now. I can try to keep the hotel out of espionage, but apparently I can’t keep espionage out of the hotel. I accept that. I won’t turn a blind eye to a potential plot against England unfolding under my nose.” He paused, as if to stress the weight of his next sentence. “But she stays out of it.”


    “She’s the only one who can understand them,” Lord Blackstone argued.


    Lucy stood, too, increasingly piqued at the bewildering conversation that seemed to have something to do with her.


    That prompted Emily to stand and take her arm. “Lucy, these gentlemen have an awful habit of talking about people as if they aren’t there.”


    “They do, don’t they?” Catharine said, also rising. The serial standing of everyone in the room lent the proceedings an air of strained confrontation that further unsettled Lucy. “My dear,” Catharine went on, “I think what Blackstone is implying is that he’d like you to listen in on these men, to try to learn more about their plot.” Then she took Lucy’s other arm, so that the three women effectively made a little barricade. Lucy didn’t quite know what they were standing up against, but she appreciated the support.


     “That seems like the logical thing to do,” Lucy said now that she understood what was being proposed. “It should be easy enough for me to listen in. I can even dress as a parlor maid—they’ll never suspect I can understand them.”


    “That is not happening,” Trevor snarled.


    Lucy didn’t miss the glance the earl and Catharine exchanged. If she’d interpreted everything correctly, Lord Blackstone was the spymaster and Catharine and Trevor worked for him. Emily and James were the long-suffering spouses.


    “We’ll find someone else,” said Trevor. “One of our men. Dress him as a footman.”


    “One of our men who speaks Danish?” Lord Blackstone said, his irritation poorly disguised.


    “There’s got to be someone.”


    “I’m sure there is, but do we have the time to find this mythical someone? Train him, orient him to the hotel?”


    “No,” Lucy said. “Even if this is merely simple murder, as you say, someone’s life is at risk. I can’t know that and not help.”


    “Thank you,” said Lord Blackstone.


    “I won’t allow it.” Trevor’s voice had gone eerily quiet. When he spoke like this, it was somehow more menacing than shouting.


    Lucy turned to him. She hated to defy him, but he was in the wrong. “You don’t have the authority to allow or disallow this.”


    A vein throbbed in his forehead. “It’s my hotel.”


    “And Lord Blackstone’s,” she said softly. “And the other investors.’”


    “I have the largest share,” Trevor said, grinding his teeth.


    Silence settled over the room for a moment.


    “But you don’t have any share of me.” Lucy stared into angry green eyes. “I am the sole owner of myself.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    The next morning, as Lucy was staring at her ledger, contemplating the difference between simple murder and treason, the butler approached, executing a perfect bow. Finally, she couldn’t help but think, someone around here who knew how to do his job properly.


    He handed her a card. “There’s a gentleman here for you, Mrs. Greenleaf. I’ve put him in the small yellow parlor, as it’s not in use by any of the guests this afternoon.”


    “Jeremy Lloyd” was inked on the card in a bold, unfussy script. Lucy didn’t know how to feel. She’d never had a gentleman call on her before. She wasn’t even sure it was quite proper. She huffed a small laugh that caused Davies to say, “I beg your pardon, Mrs. Greenleaf?”


    “Nothing! I shall be along directly.” It was just that the situation had suddenly struck her as a trifle absurd. She’d allowed Trevor some fairly shocking intimacies in recent weeks, and now she was concerned over the presence of the perfectly respectable Mr. Lloyd in a semi-public room of the hotel?


    “Mr. Lloyd,” she said, summoning a smile as she entered the parlor. “I’ve taken the liberty of assuming you’ll join me in the cup of tea I was just about to have.”


    “Good day, Miss Greenleaf.” She glanced at Davies, who had entered behind her, to see if he’d noticed the discrepancy in her title when Mr. Lloyd addressed her as “Miss,” but he was already retreating, his face implacable. “Thank you, a cup of tea would be most refreshing.”


    Lucy was just about to inquire about the weather when her guest said, “I’ve come with a proposition.”


    “Oh?”


    “You’ll recall that we are reading Rousseau at the salon next week.”


    “Indeed. I look forward to it, though I can’t say that Monsieur Rousseau and I see eye to eye on many things.”


    “That’s why I’m here. After you left our meeting, everyone was saying what a wonderful addition you’ve made to our group. I was hoping I might engage you to make some remarks after next week’s discussion by way of introduction to Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Women. I thought perhaps that might be our next book. It can be construed as a response to Rousseau, can it not?”


    She didn’t even bother to try to hide her enthusiasm. Probably it was unseemly, but she couldn’t find it in herself to have a care. “Yes! Rousseau argues for the education of women, but only so they can serve men. Mrs. Wollstonecraft takes a different view of things.”


    “We haven’t formally read any Wollstonecraft in the group, but I’ve been wanting to introduce her works. This seems a logical spot for it.” He smiled, his eyes dancing. “And suddenly, we have an expert on Wollstonecraft in our midst.”


    “A happy coincidence! I would be delighted to introduce the book at the next meeting.”


    “Coincidence?” He leaned forward on the settee. “Miss Greenleaf, I have to say, it seems almost providential that I’ve made your acquaintance.”


    “Providential?” came a deep voice from the open doorway. “That’s quite the claim.”


    Lucy’s face begin to heat, which she resented. She felt as if she’d been caught doing something untoward, but she’d only been conversing with an acquaintance in a parlor—with the door open, at that. “Mr. Lloyd, may I introduce Mr. Bailey, owner of the Jade. Mr. Lloyd hosted the salon I attended two evenings ago.”


    “Pleased to meet you,” Mr. Lloyd said, turning his always warm countenance on Trevor, who merely pursed his lips and gazed at the visitor for longer than seemed strictly polite.


    Then Trevor turned to her. “Lucy,” he said, and she had the distinct sense that he was purposefully drawing out her Christian name. “Room 203’s guest has left for the morning, and the Earl of Blackstone is on his way here. But I shall tell him you’re…” He looked back at Mr. Lloyd. “Otherwise engaged.”


    “Please do not let me keep you from your work, Miss Greenleaf,” Mr. Lloyd said. “I shall be on my way, delighted to have secured your agreement to my proposition.”


    Lucy made her good-byes, all the while feeling Trevor’s eyes on her. When Mr. Lloyd left, he raised his eyebrows expectantly.


    She raised hers, too. He’d said it himself two nights ago, after she’d arrived home so late—she didn’t owe him an accounting of her activities. When his face didn’t change, she said, “Room 203 awaits, does it not?”


    “Yes. But we will speak to Blackstone in my apartment first.” He pressed his lips together in a harsh line and said nothing more as he turned, leaving her to follow in his wake, the long silent climb to the fifth floor punctuated by nothing but their footsteps.


    “How did you ascertain that Mr. Jespersen left?” she asked when he ushered her into his library and closed the door behind them. Had he been spying on room 203 continuously? But she stopped herself from articulating this second question, realizing that to ask a spy if he’d been spying would make her appear rather dimwitted.


    There was also the fact that he hadn’t answered her question, just handed her an apron and cap in silence, his face unreadable.


    She pulled on the apron and smoothed it over her dress. It tied in the back and she reached behind herself, trying to fashion a neat bow at the back of her waist by feel.


    When his hands closed around her wrists, she startled a little. He pulled her arms down, so, she assumed, he could tie her apron for her. But then he didn’t let go of her, even once her hands were resting by her sides. His warm hands squeezed her wrists with an urgency that confused her. She craned her neck to get a look at him, and she almost gasped at what she saw. He was anguished. There was no other way to say it. He looked almost as he had that week he’d hidden her under the bridge. “We’ve done this a hundred times, Trevor.”


    He dropped her wrists then, and, without a word, tied her apron. It was true. This spying mission wasn’t actually that different than the schemes they used to run as children. She could think of one or two occasions when they’d disguised themselves in order to advance their own causes. She almost laughed aloud remembering the time he’d managed to steal an altar boy’s cassock. She’d given him a haircut and cleaned him up, and he’d walked right into a church and stolen all the unconsecrated communion wafers and a bottle of wine.


    Who knew you could make dinner out of communion wafers? And afterward they’d shared an apple she’d pilfered from Covent Garden Market. It might have been the best meal she ever had. She wanted to ask him if he remembered that night.


    But before she could get it out, he turned and, without a word, strode out of the room.


    He returned a moment later with a small, round shaving mirror and a handful of hairpins. Where had he managed to get hairpins, for heaven’s sake? Another question, but even as it formed in her head, so did the answer. He was a spy, a man who knew how to make things happen.


    She propped the mirror up on the desk and sat, positioning the cap over her hair as she mulled over the thought. Trevor knew how to make things happen. He always had, even as a child. He’d managed to get that apprenticeship, which should have been impossible for a boy with his background. Even back then, when he’d had virtually no power, he’d bent the world to his will and gotten them both out of Seven Dials. No wonder he had found such success in his business ventures. And she wondered how he’d managed to procure a few hairpins?


    She sneaked a glance at him as she pinned the cap into place. He stood at the window, mouth still compressed into that angry line. Yes, Trevor was a man who made things happen. That’s why this was so hard for him. Through some inconceivably strong force of will—and of course a great deal of hard work—he manifested his desires. What he wanted, he got.


    And he did not want her going into room 203.


    He turned, caught her watching, and her heart thumped guiltily, making her feel like a child with her hand in a forbidden sweets jar.


    But instead of censuring her, he merely said, “Blackstone will be here momentarily.”


    They were the first words he’d spoken since he’d interrupted her visit with Mr. Lloyd, which, for some reason felt like it had happened ages ago. Tea, Rousseau, Wollstonecraft: these things had receded because Trevor just…took up so much room.


    “Where is your last tattoo?”


    She clapped a hand over her mouth. Oh, dear God. Where had that thought come from? And, regardless, why had she verbalized it?


    A rap on the door then—thank God—and a footman announced Lord Blackstone.


    “Good morning. I came as soon as I—” The earl stopped then, looking between Trevor and her. Again the guilty feeling settled in her chest, making her heart flutter—which was ridiculous because there was nothing to feel guilty about.


    She cleared her throat. “Hadn’t I better get started? Who knows how long he’ll be gone?”


    The earl nodded. Trevor sank into a chair and picked up a newspaper. But Lucy didn’t mistake the gesture for disinterest because his face did not change. The same intensity he’d leveled at her earlier still sparked in his eyes. He looked like he was holding back some great and terrible power and that to do so, to keep it coiled and contained inside him, required all his willpower.


    “Miss Greenleaf?” The earl stood holding the door open, and since Trevor had effectively dismissed her, what could she do but follow? The earl walked her down the stairs, quietly reviewing her instructions along the way, and then bade her good luck at Mr. Jespersen’s door.


    She shut it behind her gratefully. Trevor’s unease had been contagious, and she was relieved to be away from his watchful eyes. Honestly, this was hardly a risky operation. Mr. Jespersen was not here, and even if he returned, he would not find it suspicious to discover a maid in his room—the very same maid he’d interacted with yesterday, at that.


    Room 203 was unremarkable, just as she’d left it yesterday, except the bed had been slept in and breakfast had been ordered up on a tray and the used dishes stacked neatly on a table by the door. If their guest was a murderer, he was a tidy and conscientious one.


    She began in the obvious spot—the small desk on which sat a stack of papers. A name and address in Manchester Square was scrawled on a piece of foolscap on the top of the pile. She took her own bit of paper out of her pocket and, as Blackstone had instructed, copied the information. She was looking for anything that might give a hint about Jespersen’s business in town.


    The rest of the papers seemed to be diagrams of clocks, intricate enough that she certainly wouldn’t be able to copy them.


    She moved to the bedside table, finding yesterday’s newspapers and a bible. He must have brought the bible with him because it was in Danish. She flipped it open. Inside the front cover was a list of names and dates. At first glance, it looked like any family bible would, inscribed with birth and death dates. But each entry was written by the same hand, and the ink had not faded, even on the oldest entries. Then she noticed that the death dates of everyone listed were the same: September 3, 1807.


    Ina Jespersen


    Agnarr Jespersen


    Helmut Jespersen


    Nils Jespersen


    Margit Jespersen


    She clasped her hand to her mouth. His entire family, lost on the same day? Oh, how she hoped she’d misunderstood when she’d heard Mr. Jespersen talking to his guest. But the last name on the list wasn’t lost on her. “We do this for Margit,” he’d said. “The last one.” Margit, who, judging by her entry, had died when she was nine, apparently the youngest of four siblings. Ina, who would have been forty-five had she been alive today, must have been the wife.


    Lucy’s hands shook as she copied down the names and dates, which was ridiculous because she was perfectly safe. She reminded herself again that this was nowhere near as dangerous as some of the stunts she and Trevor had pulled in their youth. It was just that she was out of practice.


    Sliding the paper into her pocket, she willed herself to breathe slowly and evenly as she set about putting the room to rights. Having told the staff she would look after room 203, she mustn’t forget she actually had to make good on the promise. Heart pounding, she made quick work of the bed, dusted the table and desk, and laid wood for tonight’s fire. Stacking the breakfast dishes on a tray, she used her foot to push open the door and backed out—directly into the room’s returning occupant.


    “I beg your pardon, sir!” she cried, even as he began making his apologies to her. The paper in her pocket might as well have been on fire, and she was seized with the irrational sense that he knew what she’d done. Kneeling to pick up the fallen dishes—the carpet was so plush none had broken—she prayed her shaking hands would not to give her away. “Please, don’t trouble yourself,” she said as he knelt down to help her.


    Had she put the bible back exactly where she’d found it? She couldn’t remember. Had it been facing up or down when she picked it up? And his papers were so neat. Would he be able to tell someone had moved them?


    “I’ve forgotten my hat,” he said. “If you’re not done in the room, don’t mind me. I’ll just get it and be on my way.”


    Before she could formulate a reply, he’d gone in and come back out wearing a top hat. He smiled at her. “Can’t very well visit a cemetery hatless, can I?”


    She thought about the list of names in the bible. “My condolences, sir,” she said, hoisting the tray as she stood but still not meeting his eyes. “I hope it was no one close to you.”


    She was met with silence. A pit opened in her stomach as she realized she’d overstepped. A parlor maid wouldn’t speak to a guest like this.


    “No,” he finally said.


    Relieved that he wasn’t going to rebuke her, she curtsied. “I’m done with your room, sir, so unless there is anything else…”


    “Thank you, no.”


    She curtsied once more and turned, forcing herself to walk at a normal pace, when all she wanted to do was run. To Trevor. She wanted to run to Trevor.


    …


     She hadn’t seen him. And there he was standing in plain sight. Lucy had lost her edge—which was exactly why Trevor had been opposed to this scheme to begin with. She’d shucked off enough of their hardscrabble childhood that she had no talent for deceiving people anymore—which was exactly how it should be. He had become a spy, and she had become a proper governess. It was good to remind himself of the gulf between them, of the life he lived and the life that was her destiny.


    He had backed up just enough when Jespersen came back that the man wouldn’t notice him but stayed close enough that he could see the interaction between the guest and the “maid.” Or the murderer and Lucy. He didn’t see much distinction, despite the assurances of the woman herself, and of Blackstone, that the operation was without risk. No, to his mind, what he’d just witnessed was a cold-blooded killer having a conversation with Lucy, just after she had done something that would make the cold-blooded killer in question extremely angry.


    He pushed off the wall he’d been leaning on and stepped into the center of the corridor, putting himself directly in her path. The clattering of the dishes on the tray she held signaled her surprise.


    “I thought you were upstairs,” she whispered.


    It was important to remember that the hot anger coursing through him wasn’t directed at her. He was upset about the whole situation. That he couldn’t seem to keep the Jade apart from his identity as a spy. That he couldn’t manage to keep Lucy apart from his identity as a spy. And of course that he couldn’t manage to keep Lucy out of his head altogether. But none of that was her fault. “Did you really think I would just let you go in there without keeping watch?”


    When she shrugged noncommittally, he amended his earlier thought. Apparently he did have some anger to spare for her if she could so glibly underestimate the depths of his concern for her.


    He took the tray from her, ignoring the indignant protest that resulted. “Come with me.” He strode to the stairway, and, encountering a maid there—a real one—he handed her the tray without a word. When they were alone again, he pointed to the stairs. “Up.” Lucy looked for a moment like she was going to protest so he added, “Your spymaster awaits, madame,” with a sneering tone he hadn’t quite been able to extinguish.


    He also ignored the flash of hurt in her eyes before she gained control, shot him a haughty look, and turned to begin the long march up to the fifth floor. It was just as well. After this bloody mission was over, they would have to go back to normal life—to running the hotel together until it was time for Lucy to move on. Done hiding, he was committed to doing his part now. Until he could trundle her along to her next position as a housekeeper, they needed to find a way to go on together. And even if he didn’t know quite what that way was, it certainly wasn’t going to involve him mauling her every time they were alone. So, if he was going to keep her at arm’s length, it couldn’t hurt to be a little off-putting. Lucy was the last person in the world he’d ever want to see hurt, but sometimes a little pain was a small price to pay to prevent a larger one.


    Suddenly weary, he let her get ahead of him as they ascended the stairs. He didn’t want to watch her hips sway. Even under her drab uniform, they were hypnotizing. He wanted to avoid looking at her hair. He knew its true glory, and as usual, the juxtaposition of seeing it all prim and proper, stuffed under her cap, made him want to tear off said cap. He sighed in relief as she rounded a landing ahead of him and passed out of sight. Yes, a little pain, a little cruelty, might be the only thing that would ultimately get her back on the correct path.


    One side effect of his laggardness was that Blackstone had already engaged Lucy in conversation when Trevor stepped into the library to join them. The earl silently handed him a piece of foolscap that contained a list of names and dates, written in a hand he recognized as Lucy’s.


    “I thought they must be his wife and children,” Lucy was saying.


    “Agreed,” Blackstone said. “Add to that his apparent vow to avenge Margit, and one wonders if whatever plot is unfolding in room 203 is indeed related to the other murders.”


    He had to agree, as much as he hated the prospect. He sighed. “And didn’t he say something like, ‘this is the last one?’ If he is avenging a list of dead family members, might that imply that there have been more murders than the two we know about and the one you just heard being planned?”


    “I’ll try to find out,” said Lucy. “I can listen in again when they’re back.”


    Trevor could not contain a sigh, which drew the attention of both Blackstone and Lucy.


    After regarding him silently for a moment, Blackstone turned to Lucy. “As you probably gathered when we all spoke last night, Trevor wanted the Jade kept out of this…business.”


    “It would have made a prime tool,” Trevor explained. “We could have lured targets here, easily spied on them—as you’ve seen, it’s simple enough to conceal oneself in a hotel. It would have been overrun with espionage in a matter of months. Infested.” He turned to Blackstone. “I appreciate that you intended to respect that wish. I can’t pretend to like this, but it’s not your fault our Danish friend happened to bring his murderous plot to the Jade.”


    When Blackstone didn’t acknowledge Trevor’s unspoken apology, Lucy held out a piece of foolscap. “Hadn’t you better find out who this is?” She turned to Trevor. “I was just showing the earl. I found this name and address among Mr. Jespersen’s things.”


    Trevor took the paper from her, taking care to make sure their fingers didn’t touch. “John Hammond. Manchester Square. A respectable enough address.” He handed the paper to Blackstone, resigned. “Will you go, or shall I?”


    “You,” said Blackstone. “I’ll find out if Hammond was an officer. He wasn’t on the list we invited to the Jade, but perhaps we missed him.”


    As unamusing as he found the whole situation, Trevor had to stifle a laugh when Lucy’s head whipped around, eyes wide like saucers. “You were investigating people at the party?”


    “Not really,” Blackstone said. “We just invited some officers who had served with the first two murder victims and made a point to converse with them as much as possible. We were trying to discover any connection between the two victims.”


    “Of course,” she said, her voice hardening. “They referenced a party that first time I heard them talking. The younger man said he wished Jespersen had just allowed him to kill someone at the party. They must have known there would be officers here. How did they know that?”


    “They’re good at what they do, Miss Greenleaf,” Blackstone said. “They would have to be, to have carried on this long undetected.”


    Trevor eyed Lucy. She was most likely thinking back to that horrible night, when Galsmith had grabbed her. Knowing that there were murderers in the crowd, too…well, it was a lot to take in. Still, the only way out of this mess was to muddle through to the end. And Lucy was strong. He turned to Blackstone. “Shall we meet back here this evening and compare notes?”


    “Why don’t you come to my house?” Blackstone countered. “We’ll keep out of the hotel as much as possible.”


    “Thank you,” said Trevor to the earl’s retreating back. It was all he could say. There was a mission underway now, whether he liked it or not.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Trevor paused for a moment while unbuttoning his shirt, keenly aware of Lucy as she swung her attention from the door Blackstone had just departed through and settled it on him. He had been wearing a coarse, old shirt. More than suitable for rattling around his apartment, but nothing he cared to be seen in out in the world.


    He’d forgotten her. Well, that wasn’t true—one didn’t just forget Lucy. But he’d shifted into battle mode, his mind automatically making his body go through the motions necessary to carry out his mission. And the first step was “dress to leave.”


    He stopped. He should probably duck into his dressing room.


    “Don’t bother,” she said. “I’m not going to swoon.” He didn’t know whether to laugh or be offended. “Honestly,” she went on, taking a step closer. “I’d like to see that Seven Dials tattoo by the light of day. I haven’t been able to sleep for thinking about it.”


    The idea of Lucy spending her nights thinking about his chest made him shift uncomfortably. Not his chest, though, he reminded himself, just the tattoo itself. She’d probably never seen a tattoo in the flesh before, and it was rather extreme to have marked their past into his skin in such a fashion.


    Pushing aside the part of his mind screaming that this was not the way to keep her at arm’s length, he pulled the shirt over his head. Standing shirtless before her, his skin prickled as she raked her gaze along his torso. He glanced down, trying to see what she saw. Aside from the tattoos, everything looked pretty much the same, if perhaps less scrawny, than in their hungry childhood.


    He nearly hissed when her hand made contact with the left side of his chest, where the streets converged over his heart. His hand came down over hers, though he was unsure whether he meant to swipe it off or press down on it to keep it there.


    His body seemed to have decided on the latter, of its own volition. No one moved for several breaths.


    “I’ve been thinking,” she said softly. “Why do I still wear the Jade? Why did you do this? Because we wanted to remember—that’s what we said when we were talking the other night. But why? Why did we want to remember? Why can’t we just let the past go?”


    Because until you showed up on my doorstep, letting the past go would have meant letting you go. So I did the most permanent thing I could think of: I inked the past on my body.


    And she didn’t even know the full extent of it. Closing his eyes, he muttered a curse, frustrated with the inadequacy of language to capture the coexistence of conflicting emotions. There they stood, his hand over Lucy’s hand, which was, in turn, resting on the tattoo over his heart. Two kids who escaped. Two kids who could never escape. Contradictions.


    “How did we ever make it out?” she whispered, as if she could see inside him. She was right. It was a miracle, really, that they were together, all these years later, in a comfortable, warm hotel. Hell, it was a miracle that they were both still alive at all.


    He didn’t know what to say to her. That was the problem. Everything was so mixed up that he didn’t know what to say. How to be. But maybe it didn’t matter. He’d been avoiding her, torturing himself over how to apologize, trying to think how to go on with her at the hotel every day. But perhaps he’d forgotten that Lucy knew him. They were the same in so many ways. She lived with the contradictions, too.


    So he simply pulled her into his arms, lowered his head to her hair, and whispered, “I’m sorry.” For everything. For more than he could enumerate.


    “It’s all right,” she said. And, as they stood there in a simple, almost chaste embrace, suddenly it was all right.


    He wasn’t delusional. This unspoken détente didn’t mean it was going to be any easier to keep his goddamned hands off her, but at least he didn’t have to hide from her anymore. They could go back to being cordial colleagues. Friends, even, as he started pulling his weight at the hotel. And in less than six months, she’d be gone.


    He took a deep breath, feeling some of the tension of the past few days melting away. She sighed, too, and shifted in his arms, burrowing the side of her face more deeply against his bare chest, and he was forced to revise that thought. There wasn’t less tension—it had just been replaced by a different kind of tension.


    “I have a proposition,” she said, her voice muffled as she spoke against his chest. It was probably some new scheme for the hotel—probably something that would work spectacularly well. Lucy had turned into quite the woman of business. He was flooded with a feeling of tenderness toward her, the girl who survived. But there was no room for sentiment on a mission—Blackstone had taught him that. Gently, he pushed Lucy away, giving her shoulders a final squeeze. “Can we talk about it later? I’ve got to go have a look at this address.”


    She blinked. “Yes, of course. I’d like to come with you, because—”


    “All right.”


    He tried not to smile when she stumbled over the rest of her sentence. Clearly, she’d been marshaling for battle. He did chuckle a bit when she scrunched up her nose in confusion and repeated, “All right?”


    “I’d rather have you with me than here alone when Mr. Jespersen returns.”


    “He didn’t suspect anything, Trevor, and I’d hardly be alone. We’ve an enormous staff.”


    “Are you arguing with me? I thought you wanted to come.”


    “I do!” She made such an elaborate show of shutting her mouth that he couldn’t help but laugh. “When do we leave?”


    “Now.” He gestured toward the door.


    It was her turn to laugh, and that she did so unreservedly made warmth pool in his belly. He followed her eyes as they slid down his chest. Was he mistaken, or was there a spark of wickedness in those amber pools?


    “I’m guessing rule number one in the espionage handbook is ‘don’t call attention to yourself.’”


    “Right.” His shirt. His missing shirt, to be more precise. “I’ll be right back.” He turned for his dressing room, thanking the heavens that Blackstone couldn’t see him being so sloppy.


    “I still want to see the fourth tattoo,” she called after him, her voice lower than usual.


    He pretended he hadn’t heard her and buttoned his shirt with shaking fingers.


    …


    “This is…”


    Trevor shot Lucy a glance she couldn’t read. He might have been amused, but then again, he might have been annoyed. He turned his attention back to the house they’d been staring at for well-nigh an hour. But, eyebrows still raised, he was clearly waiting for her to finish the thought.


    “…less exciting than I thought it would be.” She shifted on the bench they sat on. When they first arrived, it had seemed an unremarkable bench in a serviceable little parkette across the street from the address they were meant to survey. Now, though, it had turned into an instrument of torture, its uneven slats digging into her back as the late summer sun beat down on them.


    His face tilted more firmly toward amusement then, but he still didn’t take his eyes from the house. “That’s what Catharine said, too, when she started. And Emily, when she got unwittingly involved in a mission. Spying is boring, no question about it. It’s mostly tedium and drudgery.”


    “I always imagined it would be exceedingly dangerous.” She refrained from adding that she’d panicked when she first found out Trevor was a spy, picturing him facing all sorts of nameless enemies, barely escaping any number of horrible fates. Not sitting endlessly on uncomfortable park benches.


    “It can be, but those kinds of missions are rare. Probably the most dangerous thing about it is that one courts social ruin should one be outed as a spy.”


    It was true. Spying was considered an ignoble profession. “I’ve never understood that. Why is it any different than being a soldier?”


    Trevor shrugged. “More of this haute ton foolishness, I suppose. They can be rather nonsensical, these aristocrats.”


    “Can’t they, though?” she agreed, seizing on the conversation to distract her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d simply sat doing nothing for more than an hour. On the rare occasions in the past she’d found herself idle, she almost always had a book to provide distraction. Here, there was nothing to do but sit and think—which apparently meant thinking about tattoos. Which really meant thinking about Trevor’s chest…and other locations that might play host to the mysterious fourth tattoo. Good heavens, had she really said what she’d said in his room earlier, blurting out that she still wanted to know where the last tattoo was? Even after he’d clearly deflected her attempt to talk to him about the…other project. What on earth had possessed her? He thought she was bored, but really she was just exhausted from having to repeatedly haul her mind away from the dangerous places it wanted to visit.


    “Nonsensical and downright odd,” he said.


    Right. She’d been craving distraction, and here was her chance. “One of my past employers—the lady of the house—used to squeeze the juice from six lemons into her bath every evening. Can you imagine? Her daily lemon budget could feed a family for months.”


    Trevor murmured a noncommittal reply and continued to stare at the house.


    Her agitated sigh caused him to quirk a small smile, even as he continued watching the house. He must have mistaken its strained quality for boredom. “See?” he said. “Tedious.”


    “Is it possible no one is at home? That we’re staring at an empty house?”


    “Considering the hour, it’s almost certain the household is at church.”


    She wanted to throw her hands up in desperation and couldn’t prevent a small snort of frustration from escaping.


    “But, all right, we’ve sat here long enough.” He stood and offered his arm, as if they were about to enter a grand ballroom.


    “That’s it? We’re done?” she asked, disoriented. “How do you know when you’ve done enough?”


    “Enough is an art.” She hadn’t moved, so he grabbed her hand and physically laid it on his sleeve. “And, no, we’re not going home. We have one assignment, and that is to find out who lives in this house. We’re not done until we do that.”


    “We can’t just break in!” she exclaimed. “It’s broad daylight!”


    …


    Trevor smiled at the touch of hysteria in Lucy’s voice. “We’re not going to break in.” He had to tug a little to get her to start walking with him toward the house. “This isn’t like when we were kids. We don’t skip automatically to criminal activity.”


    “We’re just going to knock on the door?” she practically shrieked as he lifted the heavy knocker. “What are you going to say? What am I going to say?”


    There was one aspect in which this was like when they were kids. Back then, he had delighted in throwing Lucy into situations in which she had to improvise. But only because she always did so well. Better even than when she was given time to prepare. If she was playing a role she had practiced, she came off as stilted, stiff, whereas with ten seconds of notice, she could make anyone believe anything. But she always flew into a complete panic just before her theatrical triumphs. It was the damnedest thing. Send her to snoop in the room of a suspected murderer, and she was blasé because she didn’t have to act. Walk along a public street to knock on someone’s door and she was in a right tizzy.


    “Trevor,” she whispered, her hand a vise on his arm. “What are we doing?” The heavy oak door swung open, and she sucked in a breath.


    He smiled blandly at the butler’s questioning countenance and produced a calling card. “Good afternoon. Is Mr. Hammond at home?”


    The butler glanced at the card and back at them. Trevor watched the man’s eyes land on Lucy, and he risked a glance at her, too. True to form, she appeared calm and utterly in control, a complete turnabout from the near hysterics of a moment ago.


    “I’m afraid not,”—the butler glanced down at the card again—“Mr. Riley. Captain Hammond has gone to church with the family. I shall tell him you called.”


    “Ah, of course!” Trevor cried, pleased with how easy it had been to glean that Hammond was indeed a military man—not that he had expected otherwise. He turned to Lucy. “You did try to tell me that we would likely not be lucky enough to catch Captain Hammond here at this time on a Sunday, didn’t you, my dear?”


    “Indeed.” She smiled at him indulgently. “Captain Hammond is an old friend of my husband’s.” Good for her—Lucy was still a mistress of deception, it seemed. She shot a conspiring smile at the butler, playing her part perfectly. “And you’ll have to forgive him. He wasn’t aware that his old friend had ascended to the rank of captain. This one is terrible about keeping up with his correspondence.” She swatted Trevor’s arm and then graced him with a brilliant smile. He could almost believe the affection it contained was genuine. “My husband and I are newlyweds,” she added with a twinkle in her eye, “and I intend to civilize him, so you can tell Captain Hammond to expect a letter very soon.”


    That last bit gave him pause. As children, he and Lucy would easily feed off and build upon each other’s lies, each inserted efficiently into the narrative in order to serve the story. But why would it matter if they were newly married or a longstanding couple? Whatever the answer, Lucy was using it as an excuse to stand very close to him and slide her arm through his. He cleared his throat. “Yes. My wife and I are only in town for a visit, which is why we thought to call upon the captain. Will you convey my regret that I won’t get to see him? We are for home this evening.”


    The butler nodded.


    “Thank you!” called Lucy as the servant began to close the door. Then she turned to Trevor, and while the door was still open a crack, said, “Really, darling, that lapse was positively mortifying. How could you not know he was a captain?”


    They did not speak as Trevor led Lucy down the steps to the street. By unspoken agreement, they invoked the same rule that had governed their schemes as children, which was that they wouldn’t break character until they were a full two blocks away. As they strolled sedately, Trevor let the triumph surge through him. Objectively speaking, confirming that John Hammond resided at the address, and that he was a military man, was a small victory. Blackstone could have turned up the information easily had they returned home empty-handed. But there was something about watching Lucy play the butler so utterly that had him energized. Falling into familiar old patterns with her was an unexpected joy.


    They walked in silence for a few minutes, and his arm tingled where her hand rested on it. Perhaps the pattern wasn’t entirely familiar. As children, they would have posed as brother and sister. Or as beggars—not that the latter required much artifice. But here, now, under the warm summer sun, he could almost imagine the beauty by his side was his wife. That he was a perfectly unremarkable gentleman unnaturally blessed with the good fortune to have earned the regard of someone like Lucy. An absurd fantasy composed of familiar, comfortable patterns overlain with something else that felt a little bit dangerous.


    Her hand came off his arm, and he felt the loss. Called back to reality, he realized they’d reached the two block mark, and had even turned a corner for good measure.


    “Well,” she said, laughing. “That was ridiculous. Effective, but ridiculous.”


    Right. Ridiculous.


    A foolish fantasy.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    The note the footman delivered to Trevor the next day in his apartment said only, “I’ve gone in.”


    But he recognized the hand, and it was enough to catch her meaning. Enough to prompt him to bolt from his desk and tear out the door of his apartment.


    Dash her! She was supposed to come to him first. When they’d regrouped with Blackstone after the trip to spy on Hammond, Trevor had reluctantly agreed that Lucy would begin making incursions back into Jespersen’s room to try to learn more. Of course, they’d had to talk him down from his idea, which was to evict the guests in the room next door and punch a hole in the wall through which to spy on Jespersen. Lucy had been aghast at the idea of doing deliberate damage to the hotel, and Blackstone had made the logical point that Jespersen’s suite was large, and, according to the rough map Lucy had drawn, the sitting area was in the middle, away from the walls, so acoustics might prove a problem. Lucy had agreed vehemently, protesting that it was challenging enough to understand the rapid-fire Danish being spoken right in front of her, and she doubted her ability to pick up much of anything if listening from the next room. Besides, she argued, being there in person would allow her to make visual observations of facial expressions and body language.


    In essence, they had ganged up on him.


    Trevor didn’t like it, but, setting aside his irrationality when it came to Lucy’s safety, he had to agree that the proposal was low risk and the potential return high. He had, however, won several concessions. One was that she would go in only once per day. Another was that she would come to him before going in.


    Of course, he should have known Lucy better than to trust her word about this.


    He ducked into the next room—and they should have known him better than to trust his, too.


    He hadn’t even had to evict the guests in 205. Conveniently, they’d departed of their own volition—rather suddenly, too, before their originally stated departure time. This had caused Trevor to give a passing thought to whether there was any credence to Catharine’s tale of rumors about the Jade. Regardless, this particular departure had proven providential. All Trevor had to do was inform the staff that the room was to be closed off. Climbing the stepladder and putting his ear to the hole he’d bored in the wall near the ceiling, he had to admit that Blackstone and Lucy had been right. He couldn’t hear much of anything beyond the fact that men were talking. He tried his eye. Nothing to be seen through the marble-sized hole but light. He could hear voices, though.


    He’d been annoyed that she’d gone in the room without telling him. But that she’d done so when the room was occupied had him near crazed with anger. Fists clenched, he had to hold himself back from punching the wall in frustration. Surrendering the peephole as futile, he moved to the door and cracked it open so he could at least hear what was happening in the corridor. As Blackstone said, this was an exceedingly straightforward mission. All they needed to do was watch Hammond, assuming he was Jespersen’s planned victim—which Blackstone had people doing—and try to learn what they could from Jespersen.


    So why was it making him so crazy?


    The door opened next door. It was her. He shot a hand out, grabbed her, and pulled her inside.


    “What in heaven’s name are you doing?” She wasn’t pleased with him.


    “I told you to come to me before you went into that room.”


    “I’m not a child.”


    He hadn’t realized he was still holding her arm until she yanked it out of his grip.


    He responded by plucking the goddamn cap off her head. “You’re not a maid, either.”


    She took a step back, putting her back up against the door, eyes flashing and jaw steeled. He had a sudden vision of the last time he had her backed up against a door. It was the door to the kitchen garden, and she’d been breathing heavily then, too.


    And then she’d fallen apart in his arms.


    “His name is Gunst,” she said, startling him out of his impure thoughts. “It’s probably spelled g-u-n-s-t.”


    His confusion must have been obvious, for she said it again. “Gunst. The other man—the younger one. That’s all I could get.” Then she snatched her cap from his hands and said, “I have to go. I have some reading to do in advance of an engagement I have tonight.”


    …


    Lucy found it difficult to concentrate that evening at Mr. Lloyd’s house. She kept having to remind herself to attend to the conversation around her, and there was one mortifying moment when she looked up to find everyone regarding her intensely. She had panicked, thinking, quite irrationally, that they somehow knew she had been thinking about Trevor’s tattoos. Mr. Lloyd had to prompt her, repeating a question about something she’d said the previous week that had come up again this evening. But she tried not to scold herself too terribly as she made a passable answer—she was mixed up in an intelligence mission and helping bring down a potential killer, for heaven’s sake. She was bound to be a little distracted!


    Still, she enjoyed herself immensely. The discussion was lively, and even those who had disagreed with her listened politely when Mr. Lloyd turned the floor over to her to introduce next week’s selection.


    “When one has a Wollstonecraft scholar in one’s ranks, it seems foolish not to take advantage of that fact,” he said to the group, smiling warmly at her as she finished her short speech about Mary’s biography and the circumstances surrounding the writing of Vindication.


    “Even I have to admit, it’s an excellent pairing with Rousseau,” said Mr. Landley, an older gentleman of about sixty who had vehemently disagreed with a few of her criticisms of Rousseau last week. Mr. Landley was a librarian, and though he’d made no pretense about where his views clashed with hers, he’d been respectful and even solicitous.


    “You admit that you have not read Wollstonecraft firsthand, correct?” said Lucy, smiling broadly to show she meant no ill will with the question.


    “You are quite correct, Miss Greenleaf, and it’s the height of intellectual boorishness, is it not, to so stubbornly criticize a writer one has not read?” He bowed to her as if conceding a wager. “I thank you for the opportunity to remedy my error, and I shall think of you this week as I do my reading.”


    “Mr. Landley is too old to change his ways,” teased one of the group’s other two women, Lady Theodora, a woman a few years younger than Lucy, who, given her honorific, must be the daughter of an aristocrat. It was remarkable that she cared to—and was allowed to—attend a salon like this one. But then, Lucy had learned these past few weeks that the upper classes were a lot more diverse than she had imagined. She could, for example, imagine Emily fitting right in at a meeting like this.


    “Age doesn’t preclude intellectual flexibility,” said Mrs. Murray, the widow who had driven Lucy home last week and the group’s other female member. “I’m sure I’m older than Landley, but I’ve changed my opinion on several topics any number of times.”


    The group laughed, but not unkindly. From what Lucy could tell, the woman was famous for being easily talked into intellectual positions—and equally so for abandoning them. She seemed to be poking fun at herself even as she teased Mr. Landley.


    How extraordinary. Lucy marveled anew at the cordiality of this group, at how they welcomed, even seemed to revel in, new and controversial ideas, as long as they were reasonably articulated.


    “You’ve made quite the impression on our little group,” said Mr. Lloyd after the formal portion of the meeting had ended and the evening had transformed itself into a mere party. He offered her a glass of ratafia, which she accepted with a smile. “If you manage to dislodge Landley from his position, you’ll have my eternal admiration.” She followed his gaze over to Mr. Landley, who was good-naturedly pounding a table with his fist as he spoke to a small group of gentlemen. “Not that you don’t already have it.”


    Startled, she swung her eyes back to Mr. Lloyd, unsure what to say. She thought it might be the first time in her life someone had paid her a compliment like that and, frankly, it rattled her. “And you have my gratitude,” she finally offered. “Thank you for inviting me to join.” What a kind man Mr. Lloyd was.


    It was only later, on the way home, that another interpretation of their exchange was brought to her attention. The widow, Mrs. Murray, seemed to have taken a shine to her, and had insisted once again on delivering her home in her carriage.


    “Now don’t go stealing Mr. Lloyd out from under Lady Theodora, my dear!”


    The woman’s tone had been light, and she laughed as she delivered the injunction, but Lucy reared back against the leather squabs as if she’d been struck. “I beg your pardon?”


    “Lady Theodora is husband-hunting. But the girl is too smart for the empty-headed peacocks that make up her pickings in the ton. You can’t blame her for setting her sights on Mr. Lloyd.”


    “But she’s a lady,” Lucy said. It was one thing for people of different ranks to fraternize in a group like the salon, quite another for them to wed.


    “Yes, and to give her credit, she cares not a whit for rank. Apparently her father doesn’t either. Viscount Crawling—he’s an Egyptologist, and she’s his only child.”


    “So why does she need a husband at all?” Lucy asked. “Unless she has…tender feelings toward Mr. Lloyd?”


    “There are many reasons to marry,” said Mrs. Murray. “A grand passion isn’t required, or perhaps even ideal.” When Lucy furrowed her brow, the older woman smiled. “Widowhood—and spinsterhood, I would imagine—can get very lonely, my dear. A life is a very long time, and there’s a great deal to be said for an affectionate companion with whom one shares interests and opinions. And, of course, marriage often blesses one with children.”


    “Lady Theodora is so vocal in our meetings,” Lucy said, thinking back to the many intelligent things the lady had said that night. “I had no idea she was there for another purpose.”


    “I didn’t mean to suggest that she’s not a genuine member of our group. But the girl is in want of a husband, and she’s set her sights on Mr. Lloyd.”


    “Well, I’m sure she couldn’t have chosen better,” Lucy said firmly, struggling with how to respond. “He seems a very agreeable sort. As does she.”


    “She is. So agreeable that she would step back and watch him marry another if he so chose.”


    “Mrs. Murray, you can’t be implying that I…that Mr. Lloyd…”


    “Do forgive me for being so forward, Miss Greenleaf,” said Mrs. Murray, patting Lucy’s hand. “You must think me a terrible busybody. It’s just that the life of a widow is a lonely one. And this salon—these people are my friends. I’m afraid I’m fiercely devoted to my friends. I just want Lady Theo to be happy.”


    Lucy opened her mouth to assure the older woman that there was absolutely nothing between her and Mr. Lloyd, but then she remembered his comment about admiring her. It had been delivered with a great deal of…ardency.


    “Just as I want you to be happy,” Mrs. Murray added as the carriage slowed to a halt in front of the Jade. “For you are my friend, too. I just thought you should know the way of things.”


    Lucy contemplated delivering a final speech about how her regard for Mr. Lloyd was purely intellectual. Just as his expressed admiration for her was purely intellectual. But she must have hesitated too long, because Mrs. Murray smiled and said, “Of course, you must listen to your heart.”


    “Thank you,” she finally said, because it was all she could say. “Thank you for the ride and for…everything else.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Trevor was upstairs berating himself. Not that that was unusual these days—the berating part, anyway. He had tried very hard to stop hiding in his apartment, though. He had a certain amount of legitimate work he needed to do upstairs, but he had made a point in recent days of being present downstairs, orienting himself to the rhythms of the hotel, making himself available to answer questions or make decisions, as needed.


    The trouble was, he wasn’t really needed. Lucy had everything running like a well-oiled machine. The servants turned to her with questions and obeyed her instructions. They tolerated him, but he got the distinct impression that he was like a piece of very expensive furniture to them—something to step deferentially around and not disturb, but ultimately nothing to be bothered with.


    Lucy tried to include him, which he found amusing. She would set a column of figures in front of him and ask him to check her arithmetic. It was always error free. Or she might pause in the middle of tasting something Monsieur Bellanger was cooking and ask his opinion. But she always did it very properly, by handing him his own dish and tasting spoon. He didn’t, however, miss the look she gave him as she did so and knew she was remembering, as he was, the last time they had tasted Monsieur Bellanger’s creations together. So he looked back, more intensely and longer than was called for, licking his lips as he did so. And, like clockwork, she blushed.


    And there was the time he came upon her standing on a footstool, trying to reach a punch bowl perched on a high shelf in a cupboard. She was straining toward it, arms outstretched so that her bodice stretched taut over her breasts, and leaning forward in a way that showcased her devilishly pert bottom. What he should have done—what he’d intended to do—was to walk over there and fetch the bowl for her. Instead, he came up behind her, placed one hand firmly on her hip, and used the other to reach the bowl. Then he handed it to her, freeing his second hand to join his first at her waist. Well, not quite her waist—they had slid a little lower. Then, instead of offering her his hand to assist her down from the step stool, he swung her down, watching with satisfaction as her pink mouth fell open. She couldn’t say anything. They were in a kitchen filled with people. Though no one was paying them any attention, they would turn at the sound of their mistress’s voice.


    “Anything else I can help you with?” he’d whispered, his masculine pride stoked by the fact that her breath had grown noticeably shallow. When she shook her head no, he said, “more’s the pity,” before he turned and strode out of the kitchen, trying to slow his racing pulse.


    Which led him to the berating: what the hell was his problem? Was he trying to seduce her? He got up and strode from his apartment, heading for the stairs. He’d always believed that a man should be judged by his actions, rather than by what he said or claimed or protested. The world was full of men—and women—who said one thing and did another. In his mind, protecting Lucy—getting her on the path to a better life—was the most important thing. But how could that be true given his actions since she had arrived? He’d been preying on her himself, and you couldn’t hunt someone and protect her at the same time.


    Perhaps today he could manage to find her, tell her what he needed to tell her—an important piece of news about the Jespersen mission—and not touch her. He could make no apologies for his wicked thoughts, but goddamn, could he try, just this once, to keep his hands to himself? While he was at it, he should also tell her about the rumors Catharine had reported. She’d been right—Lucy had a right to know. They concerned her, and she was the hotel’s manager. But he knew he would not. If he couldn’t protect her from himself, he could at least protect her from baseless gossip he hoped would dissipate on its own.


    “Where is Mrs. Greenleaf?” he asked, pitching his voice to carry over the kitchen’s ever-present din. Talking, no touching, he reminded himself.


    A kitchen maid bobbed a curtsy. “She’s cleaning room 203, sir.”


    Of course she was. He clenched his jaw and glared at the maid so hard that she dropped the bowl and spoon she’d been holding. Then he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. It wasn’t this girl’s fault Lucy was stubborn as a mule and continued to ignore their agreement that she should tell him before she went into Jespersen’s room.


    When he arrived, the door was cracked. Peering in, he could see her at work changing the bed linens. There was no sign of the room’s occupant. Despite his agreement that her presence in the room was necessary for the good of the mission, the sight of her wearing that maid’s cap set his blood practically to boil. “What are you doing here?” he said, shutting the door behind him.


    She froze in the middle of shaking out a sheet, and for a moment the soft fluttering of the linen onto the bed was the only sound in the room. “I should think that would be quite obvious. I’m making this bed.”


    He massaged his temples in a futile attempt to calm the throbbing there. “Yes, but why are you making this bed? How many times need I remind you that you are not a maid?”


    Undaunted by his raised voice, she spoke coolly. “We all agreed that I would continue to look around the room.”


    “Looking around the room is not the same as cleaning it.”


    She shrugged, which only inflamed his temper further. “He’s seen me in here several times. It does need daily turning over, so it only makes sense that I should do it. If he comes back while I’m here, nothing will seem suspicious. I’ll just be the maid he’s accustomed to seeing.”


    Lucy and her deuced logic. All he could do was scowl. At least they were close to being done with this whole bloody business, which was the reason he’d set out in search of Lucy today to begin with. “Blackstone has discovered Jespersen’s identity.”


    That got her attention, and she put down the blasted pillow she was fluffing. “Has he been using a false name?”


    “No, but now we have a story to go with the name. A life. He’s a clockmaker from Denmark.”


    “That would explain all the diagrams I found.”


    “Yes. Until he arrived at the Jade, he ran a clock shop in Piccadilly. He was known for his fine work. I have one of his pieces myself.” Walking over to where she stood, he extracted his pocket watch and turned it over, angling it so she could see the tiny letters engraved on the back.


    “H. Jespersen. How remarkable! One wonders why he would move here to make clocks when presumably there is a market for them in Denmark.”


    He was doing it again. She’d moved to stand next to him so they could examine the back of his watch together, but, in thrall to his base instincts, he hadn’t stepped away.


    But then, neither had she.


    She cleared her throat but stood her ground. “It’s good you’re here, actually. I’ve been wanting to discuss something with you.”


    Right. The proposition she’d mentioned the other day. He did step back then, stifling a sigh as he resigned himself to discussing a change to the menu or a staffing problem.


    More feminine throat clearing. She seemed unaccountably nervous. Perhaps they should have this discussion elsewhere. Probably being in this room made her nervous.


    Before he could suggest as much, she blurted, “Emily and Catharine suggest that intimate relations between a man and a woman can be highly enjoyable.”


    He was glad she was staring at the floor because she missed the fact that he actually stumbled a little at the unexpected outburst. By the time she lifted her eyes, blazing with something he couldn’t quite identify, he had recovered himself—mostly. She seemed to be waiting for something. Was it his turn to talk? “Ah, yes, that is indeed the case.”


    “For women as well as for men.”


    He didn’t know if it was a question or a statement, but he was saved from having to respond when she nodded decisively and said, “You know about my penchant for self-improvement.”


    “Yes,” he said warily.


    She took a deep breath, and he suspected she was about to launch into one of her signature verbal torrents. “I’m aware that this is highly improper, but I comfort myself that you’ve always said you don’t abide by the conventions of the aristocracy. And I’m not planning to marry, as you know. And I’m assuming there are ways to prevent children—there must be, mustn’t there, or both of us would be in possession of cartloads of siblings.” She smiled a little then, and he tried to interrupt her because, good God, was she suggesting what he thought she was suggesting? Or was that just base, wishful thinking on his part? But she barreled onward before he could form a coherent sentence. “In the past, I’ve never been much interested in the…matter, but now I must consider the addition of this new information from the ladies, and, well, recent firsthand experiences have given additional credence to their version of events, and I just wanted to see if perhaps a self-improvement project might encompass—what are you doing?”


    What Trevor was doing was stuffing Lucy inside the armoire, stepping in after her, clamping his hand over her mouth, and trying to ignore the raging cockstand her bold words had inspired. “He’s coming. Be still.”


    His intuition had been correct—the hairs on the back of his neck never lied—because a moment later, the sound of the door opening was followed by the sound of two men speaking in Danish. It was one thing for Jespersen to find Lucy in his room, quite another for him to come upon the hotel’s owner in conversation with an alleged parlor maid. Especially given the topic of said conversation. Pray God the man did not require one of the shirts or coats that hung around them.


    The immediate crisis contained, he took stock of the situation. He was fairly certain Lucy had just propositioned him, and now they were immersed in utter darkness. In an exceedingly small space. Her silently heaving bosom brushed against his chest and her belly rested against his erection. Removing his hand from her mouth, he replaced it with a finger over her lips, signaling that she needed to remain quiet. He felt her nod against his chest, and when he tried to pull back a bit, to put some distance between them, he only felt the side of the armoire against his back. She shifted, too, he thought, at first, in order to move away from him, but there wasn’t enough room in her direction either, or… Regardless, she ended up pressing her hips against his thighs, which also had the unfortunate side effect of increasing the pressure against his cock. God’s teeth, this woman was dangerous.


    Was it possible that Lucy was instigating this contact deliberately? That she wasn’t going to wait for him to formally endorse her latest “project” before she embarked upon it?


    Before he could analyze that astonishing thought any further, she whispered, “They’re gone.” And she was right. The conversation had ceased. He hadn’t heard them shut the door, but then, he hadn’t really been paying attention, had he? This was the way to endanger a mission, this sloppiness.


    After peeking out to make sure they were truly gone, he reached back in to help her out, unsure what, if anything, to say about the intimate contact—and the outrageous proposal.


    “They’ve gone to a cemetery,” she said.


    That could be significant. “Which one?”


    “I don’t know. They were talking about a list. ‘The next on the list,’ he said. Then, right before they left, he said, ‘I’ve only got to fetch these.’” She looked around the room as if trying to imagine what they had taken.


    He did likewise, secretly glad for a task that required their attention, because he wasn’t sure he was prepared to resume their previous conversation. “The flowers,” he said, his gaze alighting on an empty vase on the small dining table that had previously been filled with a bunch of pink blossoms.


    “How do you do that?” she exclaimed.


    He shrugged. “Practice. Was the other man the same one? This Gunst fellow? Could you tell by the voice?”


    “Yes, I think it was. We should follow them. Now. Before they get too far ahead.”


    “I should follow them.” He’d gotten over that initial urge to take her with him everywhere he went to make sure she was safe. Especially when his outing involved following the killer they were after.


    “We should follow them. If we get close enough, I’ll be able to listen to what they’re saying at the cemetery.”


    He had no argument for that. He sighed and held out his arm. At least he wouldn’t be able to put his hands on her in public. And she wouldn’t be able to brush up against him like a goddamned temptress. They were safe from each other out in the world. He hoped.


    …


    “This isn’t that different from when we were kids,” Lucy whispered. This time, spying was proving to be much more entertaining than it had been during their excursion to Mr. Hammond’s house. Because Jespersen and Gunst had set out on foot, she and Trevor had been forced to duck into doorways and laneways as they followed, trying to keep the men in their sights but also not be noticed.


    As inside the armoire, there were several occasions that required them to huddle close together in order to obscure themselves from view. Probably, since they were in pursuit of a potential murderer, she should not be noticing the solid mass of Trevor’s chest, or the way his body seemed to possess a coiled strength, a tension that felt only precariously under control, simmering just beneath the surface. She should not be wondering if he’d understood what she had suggested earlier, when they were interrupted before she could make herself clear.


    “Second stone from the pathway, seventh row from the fence.”


    “I beg your pardon?” She hadn’t been paying attention. She felt certain that if there were a spying handbook, “pay attention” would be rule number one. It was difficult, though, when one was sandwiched between Trevor Bailey and the cold granite of a tomb. The marble was cool on her back. The rest of her? Not so cool.


    “That’s the stone they’re looking at. We just need to wait them out, and when they’re gone, we’ll see whose grave it is.”


    “Right.” Pay attention.


    The minutes that followed felt like an eternity. She closed her eyes and willed her heart to slow and her thoughts to turn to something mundane, like the Jade’s accounts. But it was useless. It was as if he were a snake charmer weaving a spell. And of course in this unfortunate metaphor, she was the snake.


    Why was she so restless? So bothered by his proximity? She had tried to go back and analyze their intimate interactions, as if they were entries in her accounting ledger. There had been that first time, when she’d been running from Galsmith, and Trevor had been newly arrived home from his trip. Then again about a week and a half later when they were tasting dishes in the kitchen. Another week and half later had been the opening party.


    Each time, each episode, had felt utterly inevitable, as if the force of their attraction was a river, and they were only debris being helplessly borne along with it. Then, things would return—more or less—to normal for a while. Looking at the situation with her bookkeeper’s eyes, she couldn’t help but see a pattern. As for what was the matter now, she could only come to the conclusion that they were…overdue. It had been exactly ten days since the opening party. This thing between them was like an itch: all-consuming if not properly scratched.


    The great question was, did he feel it, too? Would he agree to her proposal that they scratch it together? Or would he suddenly go all proper on her and refuse—or, worse, feel himself obliged to marry her? She might be baffled about a great deal of things, but she was crystal clear about one. She wasn’t following Mary down the path to heartbreak. And that was where marriage led—heartbreak and subjugation. She’d worked too tirelessly to give up her hard-earned independence. And so had Trevor, for that matter. The Jade was his mistress, and rightly so.


    Besides, even if she wanted to get married, trying to make someone love you was like trying to make the clouds stop moving. She understood now that was exactly what had driven Mary to the brink of madness. The trick, she’d decided, was to approach carnal matters without an overabundance of emotion. If she could talk Trevor into some experimentation divorced from sentiment, it would be just the thing.


    He cleared his throat, and she jumped. Right. Paying attention. That was where this all started. Trevor made a tiny gesture with one finger, pointing out toward the cemetery. She peeked around the edge of the tomb and saw Jespersen leaning down to place the flowers he’d pilfered on the ground by the gravestone. Then he straightened, and to her utter astonishment, spat on the stone.


    “Hmmm.” She felt the puzzlement echoing in Trevor’s chest more than she heard it.


    “They’re gone.”


    He was gone, too, before she could catch up. She hurried after him, feeling the loss of his solid presence against her.


    She could tell before she caught up with him, knew what she would see. Still, to see the letters carved in stone, chilled her.


    “Major General Burton Clark,” she read aloud, her voice quivering. “Died September 3, 1814.”


    …


    The walk back to the hotel was much easier than their outbound trip had been. There was no reason to hide on this leg, no call for ducking around corners and flattening themselves against each other. He wasn’t sure whether to be disappointed or relieved. Now Trevor was free to just be an unremarkable gentleman strolling through the streets with his lady.


    A lady. Not his. A lady.


    A lady with whom, if he wasn’t mistaken, he had some unfinished business.


    Business he had no idea how to address. So, coward that he was, he turned to evasive tactics, telling himself that it was better to let her bring up the matter again if she so chose. “Have you, ah, read Mrs. Wollstonecraft’s book on the French Revolution?”


    She stopped in her tracks, and her eyes darted around as if she were waiting for something ominous to happen. Well, that hadn’t been quite the reaction he’d been anticipating.


    Her eyes finally landed on him. “Have you?”


    “Indeed. Last night in fact.” When her eyebrows shot up, he felt it necessary to add, “I found myself unable to sleep.”


    “And what did you think of it?”


    “Well, one hesitates to criticize…”


    “Since when have you hesitated to criticize?”


    She had a point. Why was he being so careful with her all of a sudden? He very much doubted Mr. Lloyd would censor his ideas to protect Lucy’s delicate sensibilities. “Well, she seems awfully blasé about the horrors of the revolution, doesn’t she?”


    She sighed. “I admit that I struggle with her interpretation of the French situation. She wrote an earlier letter on the topic, when she first arrived in France in 1792. In it, she reacts with more emotion against the revolution, charging that an aristocracy of riches had replaced an aristocracy of birth.”


    “That’s well put,” Trevor said. It earned him a smile, though he hadn’t said it to please Lucy but because he’d meant it.


    “Later, in her book, she seems to have revised her earlier impression, and seems somewhat reconciled to the initial violence and chaos that accompanied the change. And she clearly still believes in the perfectibility of man, and in reason.”


    “And of course, it’s difficult not to be moved, in theory at least, by the idea of the starving masses moving against a gluttonous, undeserving aristocracy,” he said.


    “Exactly!” she exclaimed. The more animated their discussion became, the faster she walked. “The question is, did the barbarism of the revolution lead to a genuine social improvement?”


    “Let’s say it did. Is it possible to rationalize such barbarism in retrospect?” he asked.


    “I honestly don’t know. I don’t think so. But sometimes one despairs of ever seeing any genuine social change without violence.”


    “I’m not sure that’s entirely fair. Look at the abolitionists. Would Emily agree with that statement?”


    She tilted her head and stared off into the distance as they walked. “I take your point, I suppose, but all they’ve done is outlaw the trade. It is still perfectly legal to hold a human being in bondage.”


    “But it won’t be forever.”


    “Evolution, not revolution—is that what you’re saying?” She stopped and turned to him, grinning in a way that made him see two images of her superimposed on each other. She was eleven years old, eating a piece of pilfered cake. And though it should have been impossible, she was also a grown woman, smiling at him in the sunshine on a fine London afternoon.


    “What I’m saying is sometimes change is violent and disruptive, and sometimes it sneaks up on you, carrying you along by degrees.”


    And sometimes both at once.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    “This concludes the meeting,” said Lucy, beaming at the women assembled under a large tree near the Serpentine in Hyde Park. “Thank you all for coming, and I’ll look forward to our next meeting, to be held at the same time and place a month from now.” She refrained from adding gushing thanks to Catharine and Emily for providing half a dozen copies of next month’s book. With any luck, they could pass the books among themselves over the coming month, and there might be a chance that some of the ladies would do their assigned reading for once.


    As it was, it had been lovely to talk with Emily and Catharine, who, unlike the others, had actually read this month’s selection. She hoped that they would provide an example of sorts to the others, perhaps inspiring emulation. At the start of the meeting, the two women had been reluctant to speak overmuch, having told her ahead of time that they didn’t want the group’s longstanding members to feel as if they were being invaded. But once they realized Lucy was the only one who was going to talk, neither woman could prevent herself from chiming in. The result had been a very lively discussion—about, of all things, Mary’s volume on the French Revolution. Two discussions in the same week about the same book! Though she had planned this one, her conversation with Trevor had been quite surprising. The last thing she ever expected from him was an animated discussion of political philosophy.


    Trevor. She suppressed a sigh. She’d spent last evening berating herself for not taking up the matter of her proposal with him on the walk home from the cemetery. There was just never an appropriate opening, because they’d been having such an animated discussion. And, frankly, she’d lost her nerve, having had to screw up her courage so much the first time she brought it up.


    “I had a grand time,” said Catharine, who had remained behind with Emily after the others had taken their leave. “I only hope our presence did not…stifle the group.”


    “I assure you, it did not.” Lucy rolled her eyes, adding, “alas,” which caused the other women to laugh. The sound gave her a little shiver. She forced her mind from thoughts of Trevor, because really, what a thrill, what a novelty, to be in the park on a fine summer day, laughing with friends! Between these women and Mrs. Murray, who had paid Lucy a social call the day before, it was almost an embarrassment of riches.


    “She’s just being kind,” Emily teased Catharine. “You probably shocked everyone into silence.”


    “I kept my remarks focused exclusively on the book and associated matters!” Catharine protested.


    Emily patted her friend’s arm. “It doesn’t matter. Your reputation will have preceded you. You’re shocking just by virtue of being you, my dear.”


    “Here’s something shocking.” Catharine looked to the sky as if seeking divine guidance. Then she fell back in melodramatic fashion on the rug they had spread on the ground and covered her face with her hands. “I am with child.”


    Lucy couldn’t have been more surprised if the infamous Viscountess of Vice had announced she was entering a convent. She saw her own shock mirrored on Emily’s face, and for a moment no one said anything. Then Emily let loose a shriek of joy that sounded rather like a feminine war cry and collapsed on the ground next to her friend, embracing her and not even bothering to stem happy tears. “Oh, Catharine, how marvelous!”


    Catharine sat up then, looking embarrassed, which was itself odd because Lucy had not so far observed anything faze the mighty Mrs. Burnham. Tugging Emily up, too, she pulled a twig from her friend’s fair hair. “Marvelous?” She said it like she was rolling the word around on her tongue, unsure it would be to her taste. “I suppose so, though I would have expected you to use a word more like shocking.”


    “Why is it shocking? I think it’s wonderful!”


    “Because I am rather old, you’ll recall. And, having had, ah, ample practice in the matter yield nothing for more than a year, I had assumed that I wasn’t able—”


    “Oh, you’re not that old! What does James say? He must be over the moon!”


    “I haven’t told him yet.”


    “Pardon?” shrieked Emily. “Why ever not?”


    “Because.” Catharine rolled her eyes. “He will drop everything and become a mother hen. I won’t be allowed to do anything.”


    “I’ll help you look after the school!”


    “It’s not just that—it’s everything. For example, once he knows, I guarantee he won’t touch me again until…” She gestured vaguely at her stomach and curled her lip.


    “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Catharine! Isn’t it true that early on, there’s no problem with…”


    “Tupping?” teased Catharine.


    Lucy had been trying to follow the coded conversation, and Catharine’s vulgar declaration confirmed that they were, in fact, talking about what she thought they were talking about.


    “Oh, Lucy,” said Emily, “you must think we talk of nothing else.”


    “Well…” drawled Catharine. “To be more accurate, I talk. You blush and grow missish.”


    “I want to ask you a question,” Lucy blurted before she lost her nerve. Both women turned surprised expressions on her. This was the perfect opportunity to clarify things, so she forced herself to plunge onward. “Is there something that happens…a feeling that comes over one, something that feels all-consuming and wonderful and awful at the same time…when one engages in…”


    “Yes,” Catharine interrupted.


    A spark of anger ignited in her chest, though she wasn’t sure to whom it was directed. Miss Grisham’s perhaps, for saying they were doing a complete job but falling far, far short. After all, Lucy could outrun most men. Steal anything. She’d seen men and women incapacitated with drink, with the poppy. She’d seen far worse things than that, too. So to not know about this? It was irritating. “And that’s normal?” she asked, just to be absolutely clear.


    “Yes.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Wait a minute!” exclaimed Emily, who until now had been following the exchange as if she were watching a clock pendulum swing hither and yon. “That’s all you’re going to say?”


    “She asked; I answered,” said Catharine. “Do you need further direction, Lucy?”


    Lucy’s brazenness had abandoned her, and she could only shake her head.


    “What you are describing is called a crisis,” Emily said. “Or a release. Quite possibly no one has told you about it. And if you haven’t discovered it on your own heretofore, I imagine it could be quite a shock.”


    “I have heard the term but thought it applied to men.”


    “Certainly it does, but not exclusively.”


    “The unjust truth of the matter is that the man’s crisis is generally a given,” said Catharine, warming to the expanded discussion. “It’s required for the act of procreation, whereas a woman’s is not.”


    “And I’m given to understand,” Emily said, “that many men do not concern themselves with their wives’ pleasure.”


    Catharine snorted her disgust, and Lucy inferred that this was not the case with these two ladies and their marriages. It would certainly explain a lot—Emily’s flushed, tardy arrival at Catharine’s school the other day, Catharine and James being caught in a delicate position at the opening party for the Jade.


    “Let’s just say, Lucy dear, that consideration is an excellent quality to look for in a husband,” said Emily. “If you take my meaning.”


    “Oh, I’m not looking for a husband,” Lucy assured them. “If I’ve learned anything from my careful study of Mary Wollstonecraft, it’s that husbands only cause problems. If one wants to lead a truly independent life of the mind, one is better off avoiding romantic entanglements.”


    Catharine sighed and threw up her hands in a gesture of surrender. “Why do I attract you sorts?” When Lucy narrowed her eyes in confusion Catharine added, “Emily was similarly disinclined to marry.” She aimed a friendly poke at Emily’s shoulder. “I believe you equated it with slavery, did you not?”


    Lucy didn’t know if she’d go that far, but clearly Mary’s biography should be interpreted as a cautionary tale.


    “What I learned,” said Emily, glaring at Catharine while simultaneously trying not to smile, “is that sometimes one’s dearly held theories are…disrupted by the reality one finds oneself confronted with.”


    “Ha!” Catharine said. “She’s being all high-handed, but she’s talking about the very thing you asked about, Lucy! The crisis!”


    “No,” said Emily, growing serious. “I’m talking about love.”


    A pit opened in Lucy’s stomach. Love. That was the one thing she didn’t want. She had no argument against love. She cleared her throat. “But love is not…required, is it? For the crisis, I mean. For men and women to engage in intimate relations.”


    Emily glanced at Catharine. “I suppose not. But the thing to remember is that love has a way of sneaking up on you. And it changes everything.”


    “An evolution,” Lucy said, trying to keep the despair from her voice.


    “I would call it more of a revolution, myself,” said Catharine.


    Emily smiled. “Perhaps it’s both at the same time. It shouldn’t be possible, but in my experience, love can come upon you all at once. But then when you look back to try to make sense of it, you see that it had been seeping in gradually for quite some time.”


    Lucy very much feared Emily was correct. She was going to have to withdraw her proposal to Trevor.


    “Is everything all right?” Catharine asked, displaying uncharacteristic seriousness.


    “I’ve made a mistake, is all,” said Lucy, hoping they could not see the panic she truly felt. “A mistake I must undo.”


    …


    Hyde Park was a big place. At any given time, half of fashionable London was parading in the park.


    So just because Trevor was headed there didn’t mean anything.


    It certainly didn’t mean he was following Lucy. Or that he cared one whit about the Ladies’ Society in Support of Mary Wollstonecraft.


    Sometimes a person just needed to stroll in the fresh air.


    And if, on his stroll, he happened to spot some ladies of his acquaintance sitting on a rug beneath a tree—the same tree from their childhood, he thought with affection—there was nothing wrong with sitting on a bench a hundred yards away to take in the sunshine and the vista. Especially if one was partially obscured by a tree, and the ladies in question were too consumed with their own conversation to notice him.


    Trevor had to laugh as the three of them conversed animatedly. At one point Catharine collapsed on the rug as if she were playing the role of a swooning lady in a theatrical. Then Emily flopped down next to her, and there was much exclaiming and animated gesturing.


    It was gratifying to see Lucy develop friendships like this. Though she hadn’t outright said as much, he got the feeling that governessing had been a lonely experience. Someone as vital and vibrant as Lucy deserved friends, laughter, companionship. Especially because when he told her what he had to tell her—when he answered the unspoken question that had been looming between them since her shocking proposal yesterday—she was going to need friends. Society. Which apparently she’d found at this Mr. Lloyd’s salon, too, he reminded himself.


    Before he could allow himself to fall back into parsing the many qualities of the mysterious Mr. Lloyd, a sharp movement in his peripheral vision drew his attention. He was on his feet in an instant. The man had come from behind a tree not twenty feet from the women. It could have been a coincidence, but he had learned when a mission was underway, however straightforward it seemed, to be suspicious of everything. And Trevor wasn’t taking any chances where Lucy was concerned.


    The man emerged from the trees, allowing Trevor to resolve his indistinct dark coat and hat into a specific incarnation. His fingers twitched, and his blood ran cold. He was up in an instant, running.


    He wasn’t fast enough. Galsmith must have said something to the ladies, because they scrambled to their feet as the unwelcome visitor approached. He hadn’t heard what the viscount had said, but he did quite clearly hear Catharine’s answering “Excuse me?” delivered in her best wilting, aristocratic tone.


    Galsmith lunged toward Lucy then, and Catharine stepped in front of her. Then Emily stepped in front of Catharine, and even amidst the terror propelling him forward, he felt a rush of tenderness toward these women, as fierce in their loyalty to one another as to their causes.


    “Lucy!” he shouted. It was a mistake, because he drew everyone’s attention, including Galsmith’s.


    He was still twenty feet away when Galsmith took off at a run. Trevor sped past the women, who were exclaiming and calling his name in a flutter of feminine chaos. When the viscount reached his horse, swung himself up, and galloped away without a look back, Trevor cursed.


    “Trevor?”


    He sensed her behind him and was caught, suspended for a moment between the almost overwhelming desire to follow the viscount and to turn toward the sweet, bewildered voice he knew so well. But of course there wasn’t really a choice. There never had been. Galsmith was going to pay, but he could wait.


    “Lucy,” he answered, forcing a smile. The other two ladies came clattering over, and he didn’t miss the disconcerted look that Catharine gave him. She responded to his bow by leaning in to whisper in his ear, “Well, isn’t this getting interesting?”


    Ignoring her, he led the ladies back to their rug, his mind still in pursuit of the viscount. “What did he want? What did he say?”


    “I’m afraid the time has quite gotten away from me,” said Catharine, smiling apologetically. “I’ll leave you two to discuss the matter of that…man.”


    “I thought we were going to go for ices,” Lucy said.


    “Yes, well, I’m suddenly feeling quite fatigued.” Catharine raised her eyebrows at Emily.


    “Oh, my goodness, Catharine, do let me escort you home where you can rest,” said Emily, putting her arm around her friend’s waist. “Another time, Lucy. Or perhaps you can prevail upon Trevor to take you. It’s a fine day for it. We’ll pack up the rug so you’re unencumbered.”


    And with that, they were gone, but not before Catharine shot him a smirk he couldn’t make sense of.


    Lucy eyed him apprehensively.


    “What did he say?” He couldn’t help it. Her answer wasn’t going to change anything. The moment he saw Galsmith emerge from behind that tree, he’d set his mind to what he had to do—what he should have done the day he returned the money to Galsmith. Still, he couldn’t not ask the question. Couldn’t let it go.


    “More of the same descriptions of my moral character, with the charming addition this time that he wouldn’t rest until I burned. What I find frustrating is that even if I was what he said—”


    “You’re not.”


    “I think that might be debatable given what I was about to suggest to you yesterday, but for the sake of argument—”


    “You are not what he said.” He hated to keep interrupting her, but it was necessary.


    “Then how do you explain everything that’s happened between us in the last few weeks, Trevor?” Her voice rose, and her eyes flashed defiantly.


    “It’s nothing to do with you. I blame myself.”


    “You blame yourself.”


    He nodded. How could he explain that he’d failed in his most important mission—to protect her?


    “Because I am an ill fate you’re subject to. Because it was all so awful that blame must be assigned.”


    “No, of course not. You’re twisting my words—”


    It was her turn to interrupt. “It’s all right. I wanted to speak to you about this anyway.” She lifted her chin and pressed her lips together before continuing. “You will recall yesterday, before we went out to the cemetery, I, ah, made a suggestion.”


    Here it was, the reckoning. He was going to have to tell her no. Find a way to explain that he, the gutter rat, could never have her.


    She gazed at him evenly. “I find I must withdraw my suggestion.”


    He reared back a bit, blinking rapidly. This was what he wanted. So why did he feel as if she’d struck him? Gaining control of himself, he cleared his throat and nodded. “I think it’s for the best.”


    Her face betrayed no emotion as she nodded. In fact, it reminded him of that blank canvas she had been when she first arrived at the Jade, no hint of the old spark in her eyes. “Now, as to the Viscount Galsmith, let’s just say for the sake of argument that I was the worst sort of lightskirt.” She held up a hand to forestall the protest she must have known was coming. “I’m not teaching his daughters anymore. What does it matter to him?”


    “Some men can’t bear to think that women are beyond their control.”


    She nodded, thoughtful. “I think you’re exactly right.” When he didn’t answer immediately, she added, “I am going for an ice. I’ve never had one, and I’m not going to let him ruin this lovely afternoon.” Then she turned and began walking.


    She had to know he wouldn’t just be dismissed like that, that he would follow. And, indeed, she didn’t argue as he fell into step beside her. They walked in silence for a while. Trevor listened to her breath gradually deepen, sneaked glances at her and watched her jaw unclench little by little. It seemed as if she was willfully shedding the bad experience she’d had with Galsmith—and, hell, probably the uncomfortable exchange she’d had with Trevor just now, too. When they stopped at the edge of the park to allow a line of carriages to pass, she closed her eyes and tilted her face toward the sun.


    “It really is a fine day, is it not?” he ventured quietly, apprehensive about beginning a new conversation, half expecting her to ignore him or to deliver a setdown he would utterly deserve.


    She smiled but kept her eyes closed and her face angled toward the sun. “Yes.


    “You are partial to the outdoors, aren’t you?” he said, suddenly realizing that there was a consistent vitality about her when they were out of doors, whether it was in the park or merely skulking around a graveyard.


    “I am!” she exclaimed, amber eyes popping open as she reached a hand out and stroked the bark of a tree. “I do love the park. I think it is the one aspect of governessing that I miss. I used to take my girls here nearly every day. It makes one feel…calmer somehow to be in the natural world. Of course the park is only a pale substitute for the real thing, but it has to do.”


    “The real thing?” he asked, relieved that they seemed to be establishing new, neutral ground on which to converse.


    “Nature. The wild. As on Lord Blackstone’s estate, for example.”


    Yes. There had been a kind of peace about her there, a contentment that had, at that point, seemed out of character. But perhaps that was her natural state, and everything else was out of character.


    “Or, I imagine, lots of other places—not merely the estates of the aristocracy. The cliffs of Dover, for example. I would love to see those. Or the wilds of Scotland.”


    “Does it follow that you dislike the city?”


    “No, that’s too strong. Strangely, I think it’s our childhood in the city that inculcated my love of nature. We lived in man-made squalor, to be sure, but we spent so much time outside.”


    He thought of picnics that lasted until well after the sun went down. Of that incongruous pink-flowered vine growing under their bridge. Of trying to make out the dim stars amid the city lights. Of Lucy nursing a wounded finch back to health when he had suggested roasting it and having it for dinner. “Yes, I suppose we found every bit of what you might call nature that was available to be discovered in our world.”


    “It’s not even about nature itself. Not inherently. It’s about a feeling of wildness. Of freedom. Of not being caged in.”


    Her words agitated him. Wildness. Freedom. What would Lucy look like if she were being truly wild? He would never know. “Yet your salons, your intellectual community—are not these made possible only by the proximity and adjacency that a large metropolis allows?”


    “Yes, I suppose you’re right! I contradict myself, don’t I?”


    He patted her arm. “It’s no matter. Let’s get ices.”


    “Ices! Another thing I imagine they don’t have in the country! See, I’m being wildly inconsistent!”


    They strolled east toward Gunter’s, where Trevor watched Lucy eat a bergamot ice at a table under the trees that shaded Berkeley Square. The dappled shade made by the sun dotted her face with irregular spots of light. As she squealed her delight at her first bite of the cold treat, his heart wrenched, and he was transported back in time. She might as well have been her nine-year-old self, in raptures over one of the pilfered lemon biscuits he brought her as often as he could.


    “Oh, I forgot to tell you,” she said, scrunching up her nose as if she’d smelled something unpleasant. “I had to sack one of the maids. I caught her stealing some silver,” she went on, oblivious to the fact that he had been woolgathering. “And not subtly at all! You could have taught her a thing or two!”


    “How did we ever make it out?” he said, wondering if she remembered the conversation they’d had a week ago. He was repeating the same question she’d asked him. He hadn’t answered then because he hadn’t known what to say. But today, on such a gorgeous summer afternoon, he could set aside the mission—he could even set aside Galsmith, temporarily—and simply ask the question in order to marvel at the incredible occasion of sitting with Lucy, eating an ice, and talking about firing a maid at the hotel they ran together.


    She took another bite, turning the spoon over and letting it sit on her tongue for a moment while she regarded him. “I sometimes wonder if the better question is why?”


    “Why did we make it out, you mean?”


    “Yes. Given how impossibly unlikely it was, perhaps the better question is why. For what reason?” She took another bite and did that rolling thing with the spoon again. “For example, was I supposed to become a great teacher, and I’ve fallen short of my calling?” She grinned, and he laughed. “Jesting aside, though, I just wonder if there were some greater purpose.”


    “What do you think?”


    She pulled the spoon out of her mouth and it made a little pop. Laughing, she did it again. “I have no earthly idea! What about you?”


    He stared at her for a moment before speaking. “I have no idea, either.”


    But it wasn’t true. He was starting to think—to fear—that he did, in fact, know why little Trevor and Lucy had survived. Why he had sent her away. The likelihood of Lucy, here in this place with him, alive and thriving in 1815, was practically nonexistent. It should have been impossible.


    “La!” she went on, “Don’t listen to me. I’m sure you’re the sort of person who does not believe in providence. And I’m fairly certain I don’t either, so I’m just speaking nonsense. We make our own luck, don’t you think?”


    “Yes,” he said, but it was a lie. He didn’t know what to think anymore.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    “Ah,” said Blackstone when Lucy stepped inside Trevor’s library early that same evening, having been informed by a footman that her presence was requested. “You’re here—good.”


    The men had risen when she came in but appeared to have been sitting side by side at Trevor’s desk, which was strewn with a great deal more paper than usual. “I’m glad you’re here, my lord,” she said. “I’ve been wanting to speak to both of you.” Probably the other investors should be told, too, but she would leave it to them. Even though she’d been informed that Galsmith was no longer among them, the investors made her nervous, these men with so much power over the Jade. Glancing at Trevor, she pasted on a smile. “But I’ve interrupted.”


    “Please, you go first, Miss Greenleaf,” said Blackstone. “Come. We’ll all sit over here.” He gestured to the settee and Windsor chairs flanking the unlit fire.


    Trevor nodded his agreement, and she took a deep breath as she settled herself in her seat. Why was she so nervous? It wasn’t as if the numbers were solely her responsibility. “I’m concerned about the Jade.”


    Trevor glanced at Blackstone before returning his attention to her.


    “We were off to a smashing start after the party, but bookings have been decreasing in recent days. We’re only at one-third capacity tonight, in fact.”


    “There was bound to be a drop-off, wasn’t there?” asked Trevor. “After the initial novelty wears off, new ventures often founder a bit.”


    “Yes, but we’ve had a number of cancellations, too, of previously confirmed guests,” she said. “It concerns me.”


    “Have you any theories as to why business would suddenly drop off?” asked Blackstone, shooting a look at Trevor.


    She shook her head. She’d been hoping that since the pair of them had so much experience in trade, they would be able to shed some light on the problem.


    “I suggest we meet with Catharine,” said Trevor, smiling in a way that rang a touch false to Lucy. “She will have some ideas about how to lure customers.”


    Lucy looked at the earl, who said nothing.


    Trevor went on. “I do thank you for bringing the matter to our attention, but I suggest we move on now. Blackstone has a theory about the mission.”


    “Should I be hearing this?” she asked, relieved but a little unsettled that no one was blaming her for the downturn in business. She was the manager, after all, ultimately responsible for the hotel’s day-to-day operations. “You know that I’m happy—honored, in fact—to help you with this mission, but you needn’t tell me anything you shouldn’t.”


    “I want you to hear it,” said Trevor. “You’re part of this. You’re the reason we’ve gotten this far.”


    She had to make an effort not to grin like an idiot at the praise. As it was, warmth flooded her belly at the commendation.


    “John Hammond retired at the rank of captain,” Blackstone began. “His last campaign was the Second Battle of Copenhagen—in 1807.”


    “And you’ll recall,” said Trevor, “that Major General Burton Clark, whose grave we saw yesterday, died September 3, 1814. He was also at the Second Battle of Copenhagen.”


    Lucy looked between the two men, trying to anticipate an argument they seemed to be building. “The Second Battle of Copenhagen? We won, did we not?”


    “Yes,” Trevor said. “The Danes were forced to surrender their fleet, which had been the aim—keeping it out of Napoleon’s hands.”


    “And the bombardment of Copenhagen took place between August 16 and September 5, 1807,” Blackstone said.


    The missing piece clicked into place in Lucy’s mind with a horrifying certainty. “The deaths listed in that bible I found—they were also all September 3, 1807.”


    “The year Copenhagen fell,” said Trevor.


    “His family must have died in the bombardment, and now he’s exacting some sort of revenge scheme,” she breathed as a shiver overtook her. She really had been in a room with a cold-blooded murderer. “Killing officers who took part—on the anniversary of the battle that saw the Danish surrender.”


    “You’re turning out to have quite the knack for this, Miss Greenleaf,” said Blackstone with a wry smile.


    “Well, he’s not exactly being subtle, is he?”


    “Once you saw him visiting the grave and we were able to draw connections between the dead, it seems unsubtle,” Blackstone said. “But he can’t have expected anyone to follow him to that grave and to know about his dead family. And it seems he has passed over some of the top officers in the Battle of Copenhagen. Many of them who didn’t die in the war later are alive and well today.”


    “You’re suggesting he avoided the most high-profile targets? To avoid detection, perhaps?” she asked.


    “That is my theory,” said Blackstone.


    “The challenge,” Trevor said, “is that we stumbled on the grave visit. It was an accident. We know of two dead officers. We have seen one grave, and we’ve heard him plot one more murder. That’s four.”


    “Yes,” said Blackstone, “and assuming he is committing a murder to avenge each of the deaths in his family, how do we know where he is on his list?”


    “We know,” Lucy said, “because I heard him say this was the last one. This one was for someone he called Margit. And if you look at the inscriptions in the bible, she was the baby. He must be going in order. So that means there is one more we don’t know about.”


    “That’s what I wanted to confirm with you,” Blackstone said. “You definitely heard him say this was the last one?”


    “Yes. And he said he wanted to do it himself. It seemed as if the other man—Gunst—had actually committed the previous killings. When they established that Jespersen wanted to be the agent of this one, Gunst suggested a gift, which seemed odd.”


    Blackstone reached over to a side table on which an open book rested. He handed it to her, his finger drawing her attention to a particular spot on the page. It was a dictionary—a Danish-English one.


    “Poison!” she exclaimed. “Gift means poison.”


    “Probably not a word you would have learned or read in your studies,” Trevor said.


    “You reported that he rejected this idea of Gunst’s,” the earl said.


    She nodded, horror digging its talons a little more deeply into her gut. “Yes. He said it was too slow. He wanted to watch Hammond die himself.”


    “So we now know the men were unambiguously discussing the method they would employ to commit the murder,” said Trevor.


    “Can we not go to the police?” she asked. “Bow Street?”


    “We could,” said Blackstone. “But it would be better if we had hard evidence of Jespersen’s connection to the other murders—the ones we know about, anyway. More than just us seeing him at Clark’s grave. That’s what we really need now. As it stands, all we have is Miss Greenleaf’s report on the plot she overheard. And the word of a woman who has been…”


    “Accused of loose morals is worth nothing,” Lucy finished when the earl trailed off. She was starting to panic, thinking of a calculating killer in the hotel. He was right: all they had was a sighting of Jespersen at a grave and the testimony of a woman with scandal attached to her—a woman claiming to understand Danish, at that. “But isn’t the bible with the death dates worth something? And how can we wait? What if he kills again while we look for more evidence?”


    “The bible is not insignificant, but we have time to look for more,” Blackstone said. “We need to take another, closer look at Jespersen’s shop first, and then, at the first opportunity, turn room 203 upside down. We must find something more concrete.”


    “How do you know we have time?” She heard her own frantic tone but was unable to tamp it down.


    “Because it’s only August 31,” said Trevor, slipping his hand into hers and squeezing.


    “Oh dear God,” she said, feeling daft for not having made the connection until now. Tears pricked behind her eyelids as she clutched Trevor’s hand, grateful for the warmth she found there. “He’s going to kill John Hammond on September 3.”


    …


    “I’ll go to Jespersen’s shop,” Trevor said, willing Blackstone not to argue with him as he watched the door close behind Lucy, whom he’d sent to her rooms. She was upset, which was to be expected. He’d spent so long in espionage—and at war—that he sometimes forgot how hardened he was. But normal people grew agitated when faced with evil. “I’ll leave right now.”


    He glanced at the door again, wondering if Lucy had gone right upstairs. And I’ll be making two stops.


    “Isn’t the more promising avenue to search his room here? Thoroughly, I mean. Miss Greenleaf has poked around, but she hasn’t been systematic. We need to take the place utterly apart. We should do that first. The shop can wait.”


    “She’s not doing it,” Trevor said, not even bothering to temper the growl in his voice as he braced for battle. Earl or no, comrade or no—he wasn’t standing down this time.


    “Agreed. The situation has become too dangerous. And Miss Greenleaf’s fluency in Danish will be no advantage, unless we find something written.”


    “In which case I will copy it, and she can translate from the safety of my apartment.”


    “Fine. Get started, and report to me as soon as you can.”


    “I can’t. He’s in his room at the moment.”


    It was an outright lie, and Trevor had never lied to Blackstone before. He had no idea if Jespersen was in the hotel, having spent the two hours that had elapsed since he and Lucy got home from the park fantasizing about the crack of his fist against Galsmith’s nose.


    He had also never plotted murder before, so it was a day for new experiences.


    “We have time,” he added. “You just said so yourself. It’s only July 31st.”


    Blackstone stared at Trevor for a long time, then nodded curtly. “May I trust that after you return from his shop, you will search Jespersen’s room at the first available opportunity?”


    “Yes.”


    Dismissed by the spymaster, Trevor dressed quickly in a nondescript black cloak and started to make his way downstairs. It would take him thirty minutes to get to the viscount’s house. He pulled out his pocket watch. It would be another hour after that before darkness fell, enough time for him to watch the house and get a sense of what was happening inside. He remembered Galsmith’s daughters from his previous visit. If possible, he preferred they not witness anything.


    Reflexively, he started to put his timepiece—the one he’d shown Lucy earlier—back in his pocket, but he stopped. What a bitter coincidence. He remembered the day he’s strolled into that shop. Little had he known he’d purchased a watch made by a man who was methodically murdering English officers. The servants looked up as he passed through the kitchen, bowing or dropping quick curtsies but otherwise ignoring him.


    You wanted to forget, but you wanted to remember. He heard her voice in his head, as he always did, but this time it sounded like an exhortation. She’d been talking, on the surface, about his tattoos. But she’d hit on a deeper truth. He was the coarse boy from Seven Dials. He would always be the coarse boy from Seven Dials. And tonight, he was glad of it.


    Once outside, he pitched the watch into the gutter. Maybe a boy like he’d been would find it and sell it. Then he pulled his hood over his head and walked into the twilight to do what needed to be done.


    


    He had almost accomplished it when a hand came down on his shoulder. He’d just been waiting for the twilight to become full darkness, fantasizing about his hands around Galsmith’s throat, when Blackstone appeared, manifesting beside him like a spirit. Trevor hated that the man could sneak up on him. Normally, his senses, having been honed on the battlefield and in the years afterward—not to mention in Seven Dials—could be relied on utterly. But Blackstone was the master. Bloody, meddling Blackstone. Though Trevor had always exempted the earl from his condemnations of the aristocracy, the man did have the arrogance and sense of entitlement characteristic of his class. He assumed the world would bend to his will.


    Well, not this time.


    He shook off the hand. “You’re going to have to kill me if you want me to stand down.”


    “We’re after a murderer,” Blackstone said calmly. “And now you’re going to become one, too?”


    “I’ve killed before.”


    “It’s not the same thing, and you know it.”


    Damn Blackstone, he did. Killing on the battlefield had been a matter of survival. In theory, they had been fighting for their country. But in the moment there had been no country, no patriotism, just kill or be killed. It had changed him—how could it not? He’d always counted himself lucky that, unlike Blackstone, he had never had to kill an enemy during one of their spying missions. The earl had taught him never to kill unnecessarily. To be a spy, he’d said, was to believe urgently in a cause, but to be dispassionate in fighting for it. So the spymaster tolerated no casual violence. No revenge killing. The respectful treatment of apprehended enemies. Lethal force only when absolutely necessary.


    Trevor knew all this. He had been well trained. He even believed all of it—most of the time.


    But tonight was different. Tonight had nothing to do with honor or rules. This was about survival as surely as any battlefield killing had been. Kill or be killed. Just because it was Lucy’s survival and not his made no difference.


    “Do you remember the night Manning came to the estate during the Le Cafard mission?” Blackstone asked, lowering himself to sit beside Trevor, who was crouched near an oak tree in Galsmith’s garden. “He came to say that he was leaving for Bristol, and that we would have to meet the boats without him.”


    “Yes,” said Trevor, thinking back to that night in their mission against the man who was smuggling France’s top spy back and forth across the channel.


    “I wanted to kill him that night. I very nearly did.”


    “Don’t try to reason with me, man. It isn’t the same.”


    “It’s exactly the same.” Blackstone sighed and ran a hand through his hair, obviously frustrated. “I never told you this, but I had learned that he…harmed Emily.”


    Trevor raised his eyebrows. He’d thought at the time that there was more to that mission than met the eye, and that it had something to do with Blackstone’s now-countess.


    “It took everything I had not to kill Manning in cold blood right then. My very being shook with the effort of holding myself back.”


    “We needed him alive for the mission to succeed,” said Trevor. “You couldn’t have killed him.”


    “Yes,” said Blackstone. “But in the heat of the moment, I didn’t care about the mission.”


    Trevor had to mask his shock. The Blackstone of those days had been so single-minded, so utterly devoted to the cause, that Trevor would have wagered the man would have done anything to protect the outcome of a mission. “So why didn’t you kill him then?”


    “When you kill like this”—Blackstone nodded at Galsmith’s house—“it changes you. You’re not in control anymore. You become a different sort of man.”


    “I don’t care.” And he didn’t. He had done what was necessary to ensure he and Lucy made it out of Seven Dials. That they survived. He sure as hell wasn’t going to stop now.


    “You stop being the sort of man she deserves.”


    He gasped, the wind knocked out of him as surely as if the spymaster had struck him.


    When he could control his voice again, he said, “That doesn’t matter because I never have been.”


    Blackstone stood and brushed off his breeches, as if preparing to depart. “Why don’t you let her be the judge of that before you go and ruin everything?”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    “It’s rather late to be making a call, I know,” said Mr. Lloyd. “I hope you will forgive me.”


    Lucy handed him a cup of tea. Eight o’clock was late, and she wondered what could be so important that it couldn’t wait until a more conventional time to call. “There’s no apology required, Mr. Lloyd. I’m delighted to see you.”


    It wasn’t strictly true. She was beside herself with anxiety over the revelations about the murders. But Trevor had gone out, left without a word, according to the kitchen staff, and there was nothing to do but sit around and worry. So although she couldn’t truthfully say she was delighted to see Mr. Lloyd—the only thing that would truly delight her right now would be the successful apprehension of Mr. Jespersen—the unexpected visitor did, at least, provide distraction.


    “I should have waited for the morning, but I couldn’t make myself,” Mr. Lloyd said, leaning forward in his chair and clasping his hands together. “Once I set my mind to something, I can’t rest until it’s accomplished.”


    “I know exactly what you mean. Just this morning, I was contemplating a problem with my accounts. It was a small error, and I had a great many more important matters to attend to, but I could not be easy until I had uncovered and corrected my mistake.”


    It was a good thing there wasn’t a prize for London’s most boring conversationalist, for surely she would win it.


    But Mr. Lloyd was undeterred. If anything, he seemed fascinated by the mundane story, for he leaned forward even farther, his eyes sparking. “And what was your error?”


    “I forgot to carry a two.”


    He clapped his hands, delighted with this pronouncement. “And you found it.”


    “I did.”


    “An example of your thoroughness, Miss Greenleaf.”


    “Thank you, Mr. Lloyd.”


    “Thoroughness is exactly the quality one needs in running any venture, be it a hotel or a household.”


    She tilted her head, considering. “I don’t disagree, but surely there are other traits equally, if not more, important.”


    “Aha!” He clapped his hands again. “Pray, tell me what other qualities are important if one is to run a household effectively?”


    What an odd conversation. It was the first she’d had with him that wasn’t about political philosophy. “Well, let’s see. I think economy is also important in running a household. Not for its own sake, mind you, but it is a good idea to be prudent with the resources one deploys, be they financial or otherwise.”


    “Yes!” Mr. Lloyd agreed. “I suppose intelligence helps.”


    “Yes, as it likely does in all endeavors, but I don’t think it’s a necessary precondition.” She smiled, warming to the parlor game they seemed to be playing. “There are a great many idiots in the world, are there not? And most of them manage to run households of one sort or another.”


    “Indeed, they do! What about a quick wit and a warm smile?”


    What a curious man Mr. Lloyd was turning out to be outside of his salon! She was trying to think how best to tell him those qualities had nothing whatsoever to do with success or lack thereof in running a household when he moved to sit next to her on the settee.


    For some reason, the image of Lady Theodora, smiling and talking at one of Mr. Lloyd’s meetings, popped into her head.


    “Listen to me,” he said, angling himself so he was sitting sideways to face her. “I sound like I’m hiring a housekeeper. I’ve botched this entirely.”


    “Botched what?” Lucy whispered, though she suddenly knew full well what was coming.


    “Miss Greenleaf, I’ve come here this evening because now that I’ve made up my mind, I simply cannot wait another day to ask you to be my wife.”


    She blinked rapidly as a fluttery, unsettled feeling unspooled in her chest. Was it panic? Admiration?


    “I’ve surprised you,” he said.


    She nodded. That much was decidedly true, though she could see now, in retrospect, that Mrs. Murray had been correct. There had been hints in his solicitousness, his compliments. Perhaps even in his selection of Wollstonecraft for the group to read last week.


    “I’m sorry,” he went on. “I intended to introduce this topic by reiterating what I said at the last meeting, which is how much I admire you. One imagines finding a wife who excels at household management, who has the skills and traits we discussed just now. But to find a potential spouse who has all these things and a keen philosophical mind? Well, one doesn’t ignore an opportunity like that!”


    “What about Lady Theodora?” she whispered.


    It was his turn to blink. “What about her?”


    “Does she not possess all these qualities?”


    His brow furrowed. “I suppose she does. But in matters of the heart, there is also an element of…well, not chance, exactly.”


    She knew what he meant. “Some things are not reducible to their constituent parts. Some things are beyond logic.” God help her, she was thinking of the tattoos again.


    “Yes, as much as I hate to admit it!” he said, taking her hands in his. “But you understand.”


    She did, but not in the way he was hoping. She gave his hands a squeeze before extricating her own. “It’s just that I always assumed I would never marry. It was never in my plans.”


    “Why not?”


    How to explain? She could hardly say that she was modeling her choices on the life of a dead woman she’d never met. “I don’t like the idea of giving up my independence.” She thought back to her recent discussion with Trevor about revolution. “Marriage is so…disruptive.”


    “You’re thinking of Mrs. Wollstonecraft, aren’t you?”


    “No!” she said, a little too vehemently. It was just that she’d been startled. She’d been thinking that Mr. Lloyd hardly knew her—she had been about to protest as much. But perhaps he understood her better than she realized.


    “Well, if you were, don’t forget that her last marriage was—seemingly—quite a happy one, if less passionate than her relationship with Mr. Imlay. My point is that marriage need not be disruptive, to use your word. It can be a calm, rational coming together of two people who esteem each other.”


    She nodded. She could make no argument there. The way he described it, it didn’t sound like the awful, oppressive thing she’d always vowed to resist.


    “Don’t you want a family?” he asked. “Children?”


    “I don’t know!” she cried. And she didn’t. Because she had always been so firmly against marriage, she’d never allowed herself to think about the possibility of children.


    “Well, you can’t work here forever.”


    He was right. And what if the recent downturn in bookings was the beginning of the end for the Jade? If it failed, she could hardly parlay her experience into a position as a housekeeper as she’d been hoping. What then? She could hardly bear the thought of going back to governessing. “I suppose…” she trailed off.


    “Yes?” He looked like a puppy who’d just gotten a whiff of a treat.


    “I suppose your future wife—whoever she may be—will not be employed.” He was a member of the gentry, after all.


    “No, of course not.”


    He must have realized he’d said the wrong thing, for his brow furrowed. But he was right, really, wasn’t he? A married woman of his rank—and as his wife would assume his rank—couldn’t work. Just because he was open to new ideas, was philosophically minded, didn’t mean he wanted his wife to be the testing ground for these new ideas.


    “I’m sorry,” he murmured.


    She couldn’t help noticing that he’d been sorry several times over the duration of their short conversation. Who knew a marriage proposal could come with so many apologies?


    “I’m pressuring you,” he said. “I meant only to ask you, to lay out my case. And I have, so I’ll leave. But may I ask you to consider it? Not to reject my proposal outright?”


    “Yes!” she cried. “I mean, yes, I’ll consider it.” He had handed her a way out of this increasingly uncomfortable situation, and she meant to seize it. She could write him a letter of refusal later. Or perhaps that was too cowardly. But she could at least take the time to compose her thoughts, and then she could refuse him gently.


    For she did mean to refuse him.


    Didn’t she?


    …


    Where the hell was Lucy? Trevor was attracting the attention of the few hotel staff members who were about this late—the very same men and women who usually ignored him—as he stomped around the hotel looking for her. Of course he hadn’t bothered to take off his greatcoat, which was covered with leaves and burrs from his vigil in Galsmith’s garden. And for all he knew, the wild, panicked feeling streaming through his limbs was visible in his eyes. Probably he looked like a Bedlamite, stalking through the corridors, growling under his breath.


    It was just that he couldn’t get Blackstone’s astonishing statements out of his mind.


    You stop being the sort of man she deserves.


    Why don’t you let her be the judge of that?


    The words sat heavily on him as he walked away from Galsmith’s house, strange and unfamiliar like an ill-fitting garment. They had gathered momentum, echoing through his brain as he followed Blackstone to Jespersen’s empty shop and performed the motions of a careful—and ultimately fruitless—search for anything decisively linking the man to the murders.


    And as he walked up the path through the back garden to the kitchen door, Blackstone’s astounding words had become a deafening refrain exhorting him to act. Precisely how, he didn’t know, just that he had to find Lucy. Maybe then he could breathe well enough to think clearly.


    She wasn’t in the kitchen. She wasn’t in her room. Or the garden, or his library. And yet the servants reported no sightings of her having left the premises. The hands that had not committed murder this evening buzzed with sensation, with a wild, untamable need to act, to do—to touch. He yanked open the door to one of the small private parlors that guests could hire. Empty.


    He moved onto the next. Ah! There she was. The formless panic uncoiled a bit, like a cloud of smoke dissipating, giving him space to take a breath. “Lucy,” he whispered.


    But when she turned and he realized she wasn’t alone, the panic contracted again, became solid, a rock in his gut, pressing up against his lungs. She was standing very close to Mr. Lloyd. Unremarkable, placid Mr. Lloyd, who cared about ideas. And he held her hands, clasped in her own, as one would greet a family member returned from a long journey.


    “What’s the matter?” said Lucy, pulling her hands from Mr. Lloyd’s. “What’s happened?” When he didn’t answer, she said, “Mr. Lloyd was just on his way out.” That seemed to cue the other man, and he smiled and said, “Yes. And you’ll consider my proposition, Miss Greenleaf?”


    “Yes, of course I will. Thank you again.” She spoke to Mr. Lloyd, but her attention was on Trevor. He must look worse than he thought, because her normally smooth brow was rutted with deep furrows, and she barely took her eyes off him as she followed her guest to the parlor door. “I’ll see you out, Mr. Lloyd,” she said, but though her mouth formed words meant for the visitor, she seemed to be speaking to Trevor as she inclined her head toward the settee, wordlessly ordering him to sit.


    He did not obey, choosing instead to trail after her as she followed Mr. Lloyd. He wasn’t letting her out of his sight until he’d shown her what he’d come to show her. She needed to see—and understand. They made a silent line as they marched through the main lobby. Lucy, beautiful Lucy, flanked by the innocuous philosopher and the overgrown gutter rat.


    He knew he was being rude, that his behavior bordered on unhinged, even, as he followed close on their heels. He granted them no privacy for their murmured farewells, ignoring the quizzical look Mr. Lloyd shot him before he disappeared into the darkness, outside, where he belonged.


    “What’s wrong?” Lucy searched his eyes. “Is it Hammond? Has Jespersen struck early?”


    He countered with his own question. “What was the proposition?”


    She blinked. “Pardon me?”


    “Mr. Lloyd. What did he want you to consider?” She would say that it was none of his affair, but she would be wrong.


    She regarded him silently for a moment before sighing and saying, “Marriage.”


    If he had been a chess player, there could be no surprise checkmate that would have shocked him to his core more than that single, simple word did.


    “He asked me to marry him.”


    “And you said no.”


    He hadn’t meant it as a question, but she answered as if he had. “I told him I would consider it.”


    Was she mad?


    Was he? Because a week ago, Trevor would have counseled Lucy to accept Mr. Lloyd’s proposal, to seize the opportunity to better herself. She’d be comfortable the rest of her days, and it sounded like Mr. Lloyd was not only tolerant of her intellectual interests, but shared them. And he was a member of the landed gentry. In Trevor’s constant campaign to propel Lucy into a better life, he could never have imagined an opportunity like that.


    He couldn’t make his mouth form the words, though. It was as if his body, which had propelled him through so much in this life, had suddenly turned traitor.


    “I went to Viscount Galsmith’s today,” he said instead, watching her face like a hawk. He hadn’t been going to tell her, but he was seized with the idea that if this was a chess game, his next move was to physically topple the board. The concern etched onto her face turned to fear. Good. “I went there to kill him.”


    “No Trevor! Please tell me you didn’t succeed!”


    “Yesterday at the park, he was close enough to—”


    “You haven’t answered my question.” Her voice shook. “Did you succeed?”


    “I did not.”


    She slumped against the wall. He wanted to reach for her, more than anything. His hands wanted to touch her just as much as they had wanted to kill her former employer earlier today. But he could not. Not yet. “Blackstone stopped me.”


    “Thank God.”


    “I went the first opportunity I got,” he continued. Now that he was telling her, he wanted her to know all of it. “I would have followed him right out of that park and killed him with my bare hands had Emily and Catharine not abandoned you earlier today.”


    “So we went for ices,” she breathed.


    “Yes, and we talked about providence and about firing a maid. And then Blackstone arrived with the news of the murders. And then I went to kill Galsmith.” He paused, aware that his matter-of-fact tone made it sound like he was reciting a marketing list. “I was hoping not to have to do it in front of his children, but I would have, had it been necessary.”


    “This isn’t you. I don’t want to hear this.” She clapped her hands over her ears.


    “And then I came home,” he said, pitching his voice to drown out her objections, “and ran Mr. Lloyd off my property in the crassest, most disrespectful fashion possible.” He paused before saying, “He’s perfect. You should marry him, Lucy.” Though Trevor meant what he said, he couldn’t keep the sneer from his voice. “In addition to being able to give you everything, he would never treat a guest so rudely.”


    Lucy’s eyes filled with tears. “Why are you being like this? Why are you telling me all this?”


    “I’m telling you because you need to know. This is all I’ll ever be. I am a gutter rat.”


    The quick intake of her breath nearly deafened him. It took everything he had not to touch her, not to brush away the tears that had started to fall down her perfect cheeks.


    “I am, too. Don’t you see, Trevor? I am, too.”


    He allowed himself to hold out his hand, then. It didn’t matter that it shook violently.


    She took it, and triumph and relief together sliced through his chest.


    …


    Lucy wasn’t entirely sure what was happening, but she knew that when Trevor started for the stairs, she had no choice but to follow.


    He said he hadn’t killed Viscount Galsmith, but his eyes were haunted, tortured even. Something had happened to him. Something was different. It was as if they were playing a game, and the rules had changed suddenly and without warning. They were playing deep now, for high, high stakes.


    He held the door to his suite open for her and led her silently to his bedroom. Once inside, he used the candle he held to light another, then handed her the original. “We need light.” He gestured expansively around the room, which was strewn with used candles in various stages of being burned down. “Light them all.” Peeling off his coat and throwing it on a chair, he crouched at the hearth and used his candle to light twists of paper, blowing on them to ignite the kindling stacked there.


    She didn’t ask why, just hoped that bringing light to the room might also bring light to his troubled eyes. They worked silently for several minutes, intent on their respective tasks. Heat began to seep through her body, as if the small flames she was bringing to life kindled unseen twins inside her belly. She felt as if they were setting the stage for something, but what it was, she couldn’t begin to imagine.


    Finishing with the last cluster of tapers in the corner of the room on a table at the far side of the bed, she turned to find him bathed in warm light, watching her. Her heart wrenched, and she was flooded with compassion for him. For both of them, the gutter rats standing in a golden room.


    He held out his hands and, obeying the silent command, she moved to him. He clasped both of her hands in his, just as Mr. Lloyd had done earlier. But this time, unlike with Mr. Lloyd, the contact sent a bolt of sensation up her spine. He lifted both her hands to his lips and kissed them, one at a time, pressing his wet, open mouth to the back of each in turn, then flipping them over and doing the same thing to each palm. The gesture was shockingly intimate, somehow. Her two hands, which had worked so hard for so many years, scavenging food out of rubbish bins, darning stockings until they were nothing more than webs of thread, turning the pages of books, writing figures on slates for her pupils, were hers. He understood, somehow, that she was alive because of those hands. Those hands, together with her own sheer will to survive.


    He must have understood about her will, too, because he dropped her hands and moved to press his lips to her forehead. “Beautiful mind,” he whispered, and she choked on a sob because, for a moment, she could believe it.


    He took a step back toward the fire, and she reflexively followed him. He smiled then, and shook his head, gently pushing her away. “Stay there,” he rasped. Not waiting for her reaction, he reached for the hem of his shirt, muscles in his chest rippling as he pulled it over his head, exposing the map, the owl, and the rose. The images she knew were nowhere near as deeply etched into his skin as they were into his soul. They still took her breath away.


    His eyes found hers again after the shirt was gone, and he held her gaze as his fingers set to work on the placket of his breeches. His green eyes pinned her in place. She couldn’t have moved if she’d wanted to, could only stand and listen to the roaring of blood in her ears as he stooped and peeled off the tight breeches, slowly, balancing on one leg at a time, all the while staring at her with an intensity that made her shiver, even though the room was ablaze.


    “What are you doing?” she whispered as he straightened and stood before her, completely naked. Even if she had been capable of taking her eyes from his, even if his relentless stare subsided, now she wouldn’t dare.


    “I’m showing you my final tattoo,” he said, voice low and gruff.


    “I thought only your lovers got to see it.” She hated the fear she heard in her voice.


    “That’s right.” He swallowed. “I made a mistake, see, when I let you withdraw your latest proposal for self-improvement.”


    She felt as though her knees might buckle, and the room grew blurry for a moment, but he didn’t move, didn’t offer any assistance. When she still didn’t speak, he said, simply, “Look. Look at me.”


    And God help her, she did. She let her eyes sweep down. And, oh, he was so beautiful. There was a grace to the long, lean lines of his unclothed body she wouldn’t have thought possible in a man. But there was a solid strength there, too, energy waiting to be unleashed, stored in honed muscle. It was that energy that had powered the rise of this hotel, that had propelled him to the near-murder of Viscount Galsmith. A will to match her own.


    The map and the rose on his chest and abdomen gave way to narrow hips, strong legs corded with muscle and dusted with his ginger-blond hair. And of course there was his member. She’d never seen one before, and it was nothing like she imagined from the clinical lessons at Miss Grisham’s. It almost seemed to be alive, in a state somewhere between the resting and turgid extremes she’d been led to expect were possible. Even as she watched it, it jerked a little under her regard. Did I do that? She didn’t dare ask the question aloud.


    He turned then, just slightly, and rotated his right leg so that his inner ankle caught the light. A small image was inked there. A hint of dark green.


    “Trevor!” She fell to her knees, galvanized, seized with the need to examine the tattoo up close.


    “Lucy.” Her name on his answering lips was a groan. And as she ran her fingers lightly over the ink, she almost couldn’t believe it was real.


    “The jade,” she marveled, tracing the outline of the gold band, the familiar green stone. The view of the ring was from above, but off center, so she could see the simple prongs of the setting, which mirrored exactly those that cradled the real stone she wore.


    “Oh!” she gasped as she took in the rest of the image, for it wasn’t just the jade. The ring stood at one end of a tangle of foliage. She narrowed her eyes to examine it. There were vines, swirling vines dotted with pink flowers, just like the solitary vine that had grown up the side of the bridge she’d hidden under that last week in Seven Dials. One end of the vine had begun to circle around the band of the ring, coiling around the gold as if to claim ownership. “These are the flowers from—”


    “From the bridge,” he finished.


    But there was more. The vines were not random. When she looked closely, they resolved themselves into something. A word. She opened her mouth to read it aloud, but he beat her to it.


    “Lucy,” he said.


    …


    A great, gasping shudder coursed through Trevor, so strong he had to struggle to stay standing as Lucy kneeled at his feet.


    So don’t stay standing.


    The idea was shocking, and he did not know where it had come from. But it was powerful, impossible to ignore. The thought that he could just sink to the floor next to her and stop fighting, for just a while. A respite.


    He let his knees buckle beneath him. She was crying now, and he was sorry for it, but he couldn’t regret it. It was past time she saw everything. Taking her face between his palms, he used his thumbs to wipe away her tears. What now?


    The truth.


    “I couldn’t let you go,” he whispered, surrendering to the calm surety that speaking the truth brought him. “I thought I could send you away again, but I can’t.”


    He didn’t want to talk, though, not anymore. Not now. If he was going to show her everything, it was time for action, not for words. So although she’d been about to answer him, he pressed his mouth down hard on hers, using the hands that were still holding her head to angle it back. As before, after just a moment she sighed, and her jaw relaxed. He nipped at her lower lip, and she surprised him by slipping her tongue into his mouth at the same time she slid her arms around him.


    “Lucy,” he groaned. The feeling of her tongue, velvet, licking tentatively—it was almost too much. They were both still kneeling, and he pulled her closer, easing himself back to a sitting position and hitching her bottom up so she was sitting on his lap. She wrapped her legs around his waist. She was fully clothed and he completely naked, the soft muslin of her dress sliding and bunching against his feverish skin. The contrast was both arousing and maddening, but right now he couldn’t see his way through to breaking contact with her long enough to remedy the situation. So he just kept kissing her, as if she had the air necessary for his survival. He was surrendering, and it was glorious. He should have done so much, much sooner. If only he had known what it was like to breathe, to really breathe for the first time in his life, he would have taken hold of her that night she arrived on his doorstep, shivering and wet, and never let go.


    She was taking great gulps of air, too, in between kisses, and letting them out in sighs. And he wanted to hear more of it, so he tilted her head back a little farther and dragged his mouth down her neck. It had the opposite effect of what he intended, but the outcome was equally wonderful: sighs shortened into pants which became moans.


    “Trevor,” she said suddenly, lifting her head. Her face was pink, blotchy and roughened from his whiskers, and her eyes dark, serious. She had never been more beautiful. He thought for a moment she was going to call a halt to everything, but God must have been smiling on them—even God knew they were inevitable—for she just said, “I need to take off this dress. I need it off now.”


    He could deny her nothing. Her skirts had bunched between them, hiding his erection from view and padding it so she probably had not felt its full urgency as she’d sat astride him. But now there was nothing between them, and she caught her lower lip with her teeth as she looked, unabashedly.


    It was a look without shame, and it flipped an unseen lever in him, bringing him with lightning speed to the same conclusion she’d already reached—that dress had to go.


    “Turn around,” he ordered, more gruffly than he would have liked, but it couldn’t be helped. When she did, her fingers were already reaching behind her, at work on the topmost buttons at the back of her neck. Starting at the bottom, he made quick work of the rest and, when his fingers met hers, he hooked his thumbs under the muslin and the thin cotton of the chemise that lay beneath it and pulled.


    Struggling to lift her hips to free her legs from the tangle of skirts, she twisted, turning back to face him.


    His throat emitted a strangled noise that had come from somewhere deep within. “Stop,” he managed. “Just for a moment. Please.”


    Perhaps it was her turn to worry that he was going to halt everything, for her eyes fell to the floor, and she covered her breasts with her hands.


    “No,” he whispered, tugging her arms down so he could look. “Just let me look at you. Oh, Lucy.” She was perfect. He wasn’t sure he would ever be able to look away from breasts that managed to be small and lush at the same time, topped with generous red tips. His hands shook with the effort of not touching them immediately, but he forced them instead to reach for her hair which, although it had become quite mussed, was still partly pinned up into a chignon. Using both hands to comb through the long, impossibly soft tresses, he found the pins with the backs of his hands and paused to work each one free. Her nipples hardened beneath his gaze as he took her hair down, becoming stiff peaks—and making him absurdly proud to have affected her so visibly.


    “There,” he whispered when her hair was fully released. He took a moment just to admire her, as if she were a goddess come to earth, deigning to allow a mere mortal to look on her. But he hadn’t forgotten his task: the dress. He laid her down gently on the rug before the fire and grasped the fabric of her dress where it had bunched around her waist. Understanding his wordless exhortation, she lifted her hips, and he peeled dress and chemise off, then made quick work of her smallclothes.


    “I wasn’t telling the truth before,” he said. She wrinkled her brow, and he was struck with an urge to laugh. Of course she would be confused. How could he expect her to divine what he was talking about, especially when he had hidden so much from her? He stretched out beside her, lying on his side and propping his head up on one elbow. The pose made her laugh, probably because he looked so casual, as if he were reclining languidly at a picnic next to his lady love. In truth, he was shaking with the effort not to set upon her, to devour her, to move inside her, to make her scream. But, he reminded himself, first, a reckoning.


    He slanted his body so the tattoo on his calf was visible. “I said no one has seen this tattoo but my lovers. It wasn’t true. No one has seen it. Well, no one besides Blackstone and a military surgeon.” Closing his eyes for a quick moment, he remembered waking up in a field hospital, sweating and screaming. Blackstone held him down while the surgeon cleaned the bullet wound on his shoulder. They’d stripped him to make sure he’d sustained no other injuries. The shoulder wound had been superficial, but he’d thought he was dying. Trevor could only assume that the earl had seen the tattoo, and wondered if he had been thinking of the name made out of vines when he exhorted Trevor yesterday to be the kind of man Lucy deserved.


    “You haven’t had lovers?” she asked, eyes narrowing, skeptical.


    Oh, how he wanted to rush to assure her that there had been no one else, because in every way that mattered there had not been. But this was about stripping everything bare. This was about the truth, pulsating inside him like an extra heart. “I have had lovers,” he said, keeping his voice even. “But none of them saw this tattoo.”


    “Why?”


    “It wasn’t for them to see. So I made sure they didn’t.”


    “Why make such a permanent mark on yourself if not for other people to see?”


    “You said it before. I wanted to remember.”


    “You needed a tattoo to remember me?”


    He was on her then, hands and mouth, moving everywhere, down her neck, over her breasts, across her hips. “No,” he rasped, lifting his mouth from her collarbone. He needed to answer while he could still reason through how to explain a sentiment that felt beyond words. And while she could still hear him, because she was whimpering, clutching at him, and he needed her to pay attention. “I remembered you every minute of every day we were apart.” He raked the nails of one hand down over the dark curls between her legs. “What I needed was to mark myself with you.” She gasped and he slipped a finger inside her folds. She was wet, so ready, and it nearly did him in. But he needed her to understand. “After you left, I needed to mark my body the way my soul was already marked—with you.” Her eyes grew impossibly wide, and he watched them closely, looking for any sign of hesitation. He saw only desire.


    He waited a few moments, allowing time for any objections to surface. When she remained unspeaking, regarding him with dark eyes filling with tears, he said, “Do you know what’s going to happen next?” If she would permit it. Please, let her permit it.


    “Yes,” she whispered.


    “This isn’t a project,” he said, smiling, but needing her to understand. “This isn’t about self-improvement.”


    “Yes,” she said again.


    He replaced his fingers with his mouth then, and she startled a little. He wagered that even if she had a general idea what he intended when she answered his question in the affirmative just now, she probably hadn’t imagined this. He laughed against her curls, inhaling the sweet musky smell of her.


    He should go slow. Tease. Discover what she liked. Wait for her mind to catch up to what was happening. He knew all this, but there was some other, baser part of him in charge right now. He went right for her bud, licking first and, when she moaned, taking it between his lips and applying a little pressure.


    “Oh!” She inhaled and held her breath.


    She was good at this, if unpracticed. Of course she was. Lucy took life by the horns, made her own luck. He could see her suddenly as a girl, biting into one of the lemon biscuits she loved. Even though life had given her nothing—indeed, had made her fight for everything—she was astonishingly open to experience, to pleasure.


    “Trevor!” she exclaimed, clasping his head as if to move him off her, but stopping just short, as if she’d thought better of it. She struggled up to her elbows then, propping herself up so she could look at him.


    “Shhh,” he hummed, pulling off just long enough to soothe her. “Just let it happen.”


    “This is what happened during the opening party, outside in the garden.”


    “Yes. It’s yours for the taking.”


    She flashed him a small, brave smile and lay back down. Beautiful Lucy. He would make sure she didn’t regret it. Lowering his head again, he had intended to lavish her with attention, to attend to her pleasure absolutely, but after only a few more strokes of his tongue, she began to shudder, coming so quickly it floored him. She was good at this. So good it almost sent him out of his mind with desire. He bit the insides of his cheeks as she rode out the aftershocks.


    Her thighs still quivering, she popped back up on those elbows. “I’m not sure exactly what that was—”


    He started to interrupt, but she just increased the volume of her voice so as to speak over him. “And I would like to discuss it later, but right now I think you should ravish me.”


    Again, laughter bubbled up through his throat. “Ravish you? I thought I already had.”


    “In the, ah…traditional way.”


    Probably it was not a good idea. There were many reasons not to comply. But then she shifted her weight to one side, which freed one of her arms. “May I touch?” she asked, even as she touched.


    “Oh God,” he gasped as her small hand—Lucy’s hand—grasped his cock.


    “I’m not sure exactly what to do,” she said, but her actions belied her words because she stroked the length of him, practically causing him to black out, and then, suddenly, she sat up, disorienting him. Don’t stop! he wanted to yell, but, sweet Christ, she had rolled him onto his back, straddled him, and her hand had taken up his cock again. “Is this right?” she said, guiding him toward her entrance.


    So right. Speech was beyond him, but he managed a vigorous nod. There might be consequences. But he didn’t care, was startled to find that he welcomed them. And it wasn’t just because his body was screaming for her, for the relief that she alone could bring after so many years of half suffocation.


    She had stopped, though, poised above him, lips pursed as if trying to solve a puzzle, and he was flooded with tenderness. He guided his hands to her hips. “You’re meant to sink down,” he rasped. “But I imagine it will hurt. At least at first.” Seized with the same desire he’d had in the garden, to flood her with pleasure, and wanting to help mitigate any initial discomfort, he let one hand drift around front to stroke her as he used the other to help guide her down his shaft.


    And, oh, the beautiful torture of it. The exquisite torment of entering Lucy Greenleaf inch by inch.


    “Oh!” she gasped when he was fully seated.


    Fighting the almost overpowering urge to lever her hips up and bring them down again, he forced himself to be still—except for his fingers, which he began moving in ever-shrinking circles, closing in on her bud.


    Her breath hitched, and there was another “oh!” but this one was lower, throaty, covered with honey. She rocked her hips instinctively. There—now she had it. He had only to gently stroke her hip, and she understood. Lifting herself back up on her knees, she raised her eyebrows questioningly at him.


    “Yes,” he whispered. “Just like that. Again and again.” She did as he instructed, and he watched her like a hawk as he kept stroking her, harder now. Assured that her half closed eyes and knit brow signified pleasure and not pain, he allowed himself to give in to the waves of sensation that were crashing in on him. They started in his cock and moved in every direction, heat flooding all four limbs at once.


    “Trevor!” Lucy cried as she began to shudder and clench around him. Not far behind, he shamelessly bucked his hips, rising hard to meet her downward thrusts. Two, three, four pumps, and he was lost in the explosions ringing in his ears.


    Lost in Lucy.


    He wondered idly if he’d regret it later, as he had their previous encounters.


    He didn’t think so.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Lucy couldn’t tell if it was really morning. She’d passed the night in Trevor’s bed, drifting in and out of sleep, and the experience had taken on a dreamlike quality. Having always been a restless sleeper, she was surprised Trevor could sleep so soundly, so deeply. He hardly moved, except to occasionally wake up enough to notice that she had drifted out from under the covers, and to haul her back against his solid chest once more with a mumbled “No, you don’t,” or a “Stay put, Lucy.”


    She had dreamed in the snatches of sleep she managed. Fantastical fragments of the past drifted through her mind, and when she woke, they mixed with memories from last night. Or perhaps she was dreaming of last night and her awake rememberings were of the past. Everything was so muddled up, it was hard to tell. So she started searching for sensations to anchor her in the present. She was sore—that was one.


    There was another, she realized with a start as she eyed the slices of light shining around the edges of Trevor’s drapes.


    She was happy.


    She wanted to laugh as she shook herself fully awake. She was happy! Not unreservedly, for as her mind emerged from its nighttime haze, it flooded anew with questions and doubts and fears. But still, beneath all that was a contented heaviness, a languid confidence, an unfamiliar thing that a part of her recognized, somehow, as happiness.


    She rolled over, shy but brave.


    She was alone.


    “All of them?”


    No, not alone. The momentary panic that he’d abandoned her abated when she realized the bed was still warm, and he was still in the apartment. She could hear him through the open door of his bedroom. He was in the foyer talking to someone. He would send away whoever it was and come back to her. Heat flooded her face at the thought of what might happen next. Probably they would talk. That would be good—they needed to talk. But she also hoped they would repeat the activities of last night. Catharine had jestingly called it tupping, but such a short, angular word seemed inadequate to describe something so all-encompassing, so…wonderful. Thinking back now, she didn’t know where her boldness had come from last night. Probably from ignorance. She doubted she could summon it again, could just face him in the sunlight and ask for what she wanted. But she would try.


    “I can’t imagine what they want—and at this hour?” He sounded annoyed. “No, don’t send them away, Davies.” Ah, it was the butler. She sat up so she could hear better. It must be something important for Davies to rouse Trevor from bed. But whatever it was, it couldn’t be as important as…she looked around the room, at the unmade bed she sat in. Well, whatever it was, surely it could wait.


    “No, the investors should be seen,” said Trevor. “I’ve got to speak to them anyway.” Investors. Her skin prickled at the word. “I’ll be right down.”


    She heard him move through the foyer to the library. As she listened to the rustle of fabric, the sounds of him putting himself to rights, the contentment she’d felt in her belly began to dissipate, flying away like smoke on the wind.


    But surely he would come speak to her before he left, even if he assumed she was still sleeping. He wouldn’t leave her to awaken alone in a strange bed—not after last night.


    The click of his boots on the marble floor of the foyer sounded like muffled gunshots in the silent suite. Then the crisp sound of the apartment door shutting behind him, a final blow to her sense of ease.


    She was reminded, suddenly, of that day so many years ago, when he’d shoved her out of the crowd in Seven Dials, toward the woman who would become her benefactress. And in so doing, he had pushed her away—from him.


    Was he doing it again?


    But, no. She was overreacting. They had made a mistake, perhaps. But all that had happened just now is that he’d gone downstairs to attend to the investors. What was the matter with her? Was she a lovesick girl who needed to be coddled even when more important matters beckoned? For heaven’s sake, she was the one who had proposed some carnal experimentation without sentimental entanglement. But even as she told herself to be rational, a gathering dread undid her efforts in that regard.


    She needed to get back to her own room, to her refuge, so she could compose herself. No. She needed to get back to work—that was better. Work was the only thing that would set her racing pulse to rights, that would tamp down this wild uncertainty flitting through her chest, lodging in her throat so she thought she might cry.


    Stupid, girlish tears. No. She would not allow it.


    Downstairs to work. If the staff thought it odd she was wearing the same dress as yesterday, they would not comment on it. So she dressed quickly and moved around putting the room to rights, erasing any sign of her presence. If he could leave the room without a care, pretending as if nothing had happened, so could she. Forcing herself to take the last flight of stairs at a sedate pace, she patted her hastily pinned hair one last time and pasted on a smile. A false show of confidence sometimes leads to the real thing—isn’t that what she had always preached to her pupils?


    Masculine voices escaped from one of the small parlors she had to pass on her way to the kitchen. They hadn’t closed the door. Her heart pounded as she slowed. She didn’t want to see him. Not yet, not until she’d had enough time to paper over this unseemly, embarrassing distress. But she could hear animated voices. Some of them sounded angry. Surely they were engaged in a discussion such that no one would even notice a figure walking rapidly past the door. And if they did, as manager she had every right to be here. She straightened her spine and widened her artificial smile, just in case she was seen.


    “The woman has to go, Bailey.”


    Iron turned to jelly in her spine as she stopped just short of the door.


    “He’s right. We appreciate that you are…an unconventional sort.” She didn’t recognize the low, strident, masculine voice. It was less angry than the first, but that was cold comfort.


    “And by that you mean I’m not one of you. I’m not highborn,” came the bitter retort. “Why don’t you just say what you mean?”


    “I’m not talking about rank. I’m talking about you hiring a woman to manage the hotel without asking us.” It was the first, angry voice again.


    “Without asking you?” Disdain dripped from Trevor’s voice.


    A new voice: “Let’s be frank here. We’re not just talking about a woman. We’re talking about a—”


    “If you know what’s good for you, you won’t finish that sentence.” Trevor’s voice was loud, pitched so as to drown out the murmuring of the other men. When they fell fully silent, he said, “Where is Blackstone? I’m not having this conversation without Blackstone.” Still, no one said anything. “I see. You all decided to ambush me without the investor you knew would take my part.”


    “You needn’t see everything as a personal attack, Bailey,” said the voice she had come to recognize as the diplomat among the group. “She’s bad for business, plain and simple. You just admitted that business is down, and we’re telling you she’s the reason. News of your lightskirt manager is all over the ton. That’s why bookings are drying up. And they’re going to keep plummeting as the story spreads. The bottom line is that if you don’t do something, she’s going to ruin the Jade.”


    She’s going to ruin the Jade. Lucy realized then that she had been living in fear since she’d come here, fear that Trevor was going to send her away again. And here was a perfect reason for him to do so. He should send her away. Endangering the hotel was the last thing she would want to do. It was everything. It was Trevor’s home. His love.


    “This is all Galsmith’s doing,” Trevor said. “He has an irrational bias against her, and he’s gone out and started these vicious rumors.”


    “Be that as it may, you’ve got to let her go before she runs this place—this place you’ve worked so hard to build—into the ground.”


    A long silence settled over the group, and Lucy bit her lip to forestall the tears she knew were coming. Then Trevor, his voice clipped, curt: “I’ll take care of it.”


    The next thing he didn’t say aloud, not in the here and now. But she remembered it, heard it crystal clear, as if he were speaking directly into her ear, as he had been last night.


    The Jade is more important than anything.


    …


    Something had changed inside him last night. Trevor could tell because the investors had lost their power to anger him. In fact, they’d lost their power over him entirely. Bounding back up the steps after dispatching them with a vague promise to remedy the matter, he almost laughed. What the hell was the matter with him that he had allowed those pompous aristocrats to lure him from a warm bed with Lucy in it? He was going to remedy that error, too, immediately—and in a very decided, not at all vague, fashion.


    He did laugh then, with delight as he reveled in the still-new sensation of being able to take a deep breath. It was unfamiliar. So was the heat spreading across his face when he thought of her, so beautiful and uninhibited, riding him, her long hair tangled around her shoulders. She would be shy this morning. He would have to coddle her. Tease her, coax the same passion from her with the sun streaming in through the windows.


    He would figure out what to do about the investors later. Go to Blackstone and ask for a loan so he could buy them out, sell his mines and ships, whatever it took. It didn’t matter. They were insects to be swatted away for now and poisoned later.


    He made such haste up the stairs that he was out of breath by the time he reached the door to his apartment, panting as he locked it behind him—they would not be disturbed again. The hotel could flood and be besieged with a plague of locusts and he still would refuse to be dislodged. He didn’t care if he had to barricade the door with every piece of furniture he owned.


    “Lucy!” he called, selfish, not caring whether she was still asleep. His fingers were afire. He had to touch her—now. They had their whole lives to sleep. “Lucy!”


    The room was empty. She’d drawn the drapes and sunlight poured in, mercilessly illuminating everything. He looked around, his eyes catching on something that made his stomach drop as surely as the appearance of the investors downstairs had. No. No, no, no.


    The bed was perfectly made.


    …


    “How do you know if you want to marry someone?” Lucy watched Catharine’s eyes for signs of shock. Still, better not to be too specific. “Hypothetically speaking, I mean.”


    Lucy had made a last minute decision after she’d overheard the investors. Instead of throwing herself into work as she’d intended, when she reached the kitchen she just kept right on walking. Out the door, along Oxford Street, and to the Burnhams’ home.


    Catharine tilted her head and examined Lucy quizzically, making no mention of the abrupt nature of the query—the tea had only just been poured and the footman had hardly got the door closed behind him before Lucy unleashed the ambush. “How do you know if you want to marry someone? A good question. If you have options—and unlike most women, you do—it’s quite easy.”


    That’s what she’d been afraid of.


    “You should marry someone who makes you feel a very great deal of discomfort,” Catharine declared. “At least initially.”


    Lucy swallowed the very unladylike string of curses accreting in her throat. “This discomfort you speak of. What does it signify? It would seem to stand in contradiction to what you said in our earlier conversations. You said that a woman should look for a man who concerns himself with his wife’s pleasure. Are not pleasure and discomfort opposing states of being?”


    “No, they are not.” Catharine must have heard Lucy’s silent plea for an explanation, because she grinned. “I know it may seem that way. But in my experience, the degree of discomfort—misery, even—a man makes a woman feel is directly proportional to the amount of pleasure he can bring her.”


    “But why must everything be so extreme?” Lucy cried. Then, embarrassed that her question had very nearly become a wail, she took a deep breath and tried again. “Is there no place in this world for more moderate sentiments? Contentment, say? Equanimity and intellectual compatibility? I’m talking about a feeling of being adequately matched. What is so wrong with that?”


    “Nothing, of course. Many successful, pleasant marriages are built on just such a foundation. And I would never counsel a woman against accepting a man who brought those qualities to her life.” Lucy was about to protest that Catharine contradicted herself, when the older woman let her teacup fall to its saucer with a clatter and looked intently at Lucy. “If she had no other options.”


    Lucy slumped against the back of the settee, and when, after a few seconds, she didn’t speak, Catharine moved from her chair to sit beside her. “And let me make myself perfectly clear. We’ve been talking about pleasure, and given my reputation—and what you’ve seen of me in our colorful conversations with Emily—you probably assume that we’re speaking of the sort of pleasure found in the marital bed.” Lucy started to protest. She’d heard enough already—her worst suspicions had been confirmed. But Catharine waved away her objection. “We are, of course. And heaven knows Emily likes to tease me about my, ah, fondness for that kind of pleasure. But that’s not really what I’m talking about.”


    “What are you talking about, then?” Lucy whispered, fearing the pronouncement was about to get worse.


    “Love. I’m talking about love. I shy away from the word, generally.” She shrugged. “I’m like a man that way. But what I’m trying to say is that if you have any choice in the matter, you should marry someone you’re in love with. And love can sometimes feel…unpleasant.”


    “That’s the discomfort you were speaking of,” Lucy said.


    “Yes, though, to be perfectly honest, I’m not sure discomfort is really the most apt word. For a woman like me, who until recently led a…difficult life, love was, at least initially, excruciating.”


    Giving up any pretense of this discussion being hypothetical, Lucy buried her head in her hands. Catharine placed a hand on her arm and left it there, its warmth a touchstone as Lucy struggled not to cry.


    “My feeling is that you, dear Lucy, have also had a difficult life.” She took Lucy’s hand, then, and squeezed. “It’s harder for us.”


     “This is a hypothetical discussion,” Lucy said.


    “Oh, of course!” Catharine nodded. But she had been so kind, and Lucy didn’t want her to misunderstand.


    “Not in that way. Of course we’re talking about me. What I mean is if the gentleman who makes you feel so wretched doesn’t feel wretched about you in return, then it’s all hypothetical.”


    “Well, if that’s true, which I’m not sure I believe, then he’s a…a…vainglorious by-blow!” she cried with a grin, and Lucy couldn’t help but smile in return. She didn’t know if Catharine knew they were talking about Trevor, but it didn’t really matter. It was time to begin exercising the other options Catharine kept reminding her of.


    “May I ask if you are still looking for a languages teacher?”


    Catharine cocked her head. “As a matter of fact, I am.”


    Well, then. Might as well make the break as clean as possible. “And would it be possible to supervise the girls’ dormitory like you mentioned some of the teachers do?”


    “Life as a hotel manager is not suiting you?”


    “No,” said Lucy, hoping to leave it at that, though she recognized the studied nature of Catharine’s casualness.


    “Well, then you’re hired, Miss Greenleaf. For as long—or as short—as you like.” Catharine clinked her teacup against Lucy’s. “See, this is why it’s nice to have options. The beauty of life in the nineteenth century is that a clever woman doesn’t need a man. Isn’t that what Mrs. Wollstonecraft would want for womankind?”


    Lucy huffed a laugh. “You know, I always thought Mary’s marriages were mistakes.”


    “You thought she was a hypocrite?”


    “No, not precisely. I just didn’t understand all the things we have been discussing—the discomfort, the pleasure, the…” She couldn’t make herself say the word. “I didn’t understand the pull of them.”


    “Yes, well, love makes us into fools, does it not? That’s one way men and women are exactly alike. We may have miles to go before we achieve political equality, but, alas, we have perfect parity in this one arena.”


    Lucy sighed, feeling relieved to have the decision made. She had just lowered her head to accept a heavy yoke and was about to begin the long trudge that would be the rest of her life. But it would be a respectable trudge. It would be hers. “There’s just one more thing,” she added. When Catharine raised her eyebrows questioningly, Lucy said, “I need to call on Mr. Lloyd.”


    The eyebrows inched higher. Finally, it seemed, she was capable of surprising the indefatigable Catharine Burnham. “Do you indeed?”


    “Yes. He’s waiting for me to answer a question he recently posed.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Trevor ran into Blackstone on his way out through the kitchen garden—literally crashed into the man in his haste to get outside and figure out where the hell Lucy had gone. He’d already wasted nearly an hour searching the hotel and trying—and, he feared, failing—to question the servants in a way that made him seem merely casually interested.


    “Have you seen Lucy?” he asked when they’d both finished cursing at the undignified collision.


    The earl ignored the question. “Jespersen just left the building.”


    “Pardon?” It took Trevor a moment to remember that a mission was underway.


    “It’s September 1, man.” Blackstone was a master at concealing his emotions, but Trevor had known him long enough to understand that the slight flaring of his nostrils signified extreme irritation. “We’ve only two more days. We hand this over to the police tomorrow, and I’d much rather do so with firm evidence in hand regarding the other murders.”


    “Right.” Blackstone must have been watching the building. He had been yesterday when Trevor set out to the park, and he’d been bemoaning the fact then that Jespersen had been holed up, making no outings, not even receiving visits from Gunst. It was as if the plan was in place, and he was just waiting for September 3 to roll around.


    “I’ve got a man on Jespersen and another stationed at the front to warn us the moment he reappears. I don’t know how long we have.”


    Trevor swallowed a howl of exasperation. It wouldn’t have done any good, because he didn’t have a choice. Not when lives were at stake. Lucy would have to wait.


    But it was the last time.


    Several minutes later, Blackstone was tearing apart room 203 with a fervor that would have alarmed an impartial witness. But Trevor knew it was this uncompromising intensity of focus that had kept both of them alive through many dangerous missions. As usual, he did the best he could to go around after Blackstone and put things to right.


    When the earl slit open a pillow, though, scattering feathers pell-mell, he had to speak, “Hey, now! What if you don’t find anything incriminating? He comes back to the room and sees this, and he’ll know someone is after him.”


    Blackstone shrugged. “If we find nothing, we fail.” He left unsaid the rest, which was that failure was not an acceptable option.


    Trevor sighed and joined Blackstone in the search.


    He found it in the armoire. The very one he and Lucy had hidden in three days—a lifetime—ago. It was a large box of watches and small clocks in varying states of disrepair. He almost tossed it aside, but Blackstone had taught him to be thorough to the point of ridiculousness, so he plunged his hand in, feeling for something differently textured than the bits and baubles and chains that filled the box to the brim.


    Then his hand hit it. Something larger than everything else, something more forgiving, not made of metal. When he dumped the contents onto the bed, a bible fell out, smaller and newer-looking than the one they already knew about. He flipped through it—also in Danish.


    Opening it to the front, he wondered if he would see the same list of dead family members scrawled there.


    He did. But there were other names, too, one paired with each of the family members.


    Ina Jespersen, b. January 7, 1769–September 3, 1807… Colonel Martin Oldham, d. September 3, 1811


    Agnarr Jespersen, b. September 22, 1788–September 3, 1807… Lieutenant Harry Hill, d. September 3, 1812


    Helmut Jespersen, b. November 30, 1790–September 3, 1807… Captain William Gelling, d. September 3, 1813


    Nils Jespersen, b. April 16, 1791–September 3, 1807… Major General Burton Clark, d. September 3, 1814


    Everything was written in the same black ink, including the first part of the final entry. “The last one,” Lucy had reported Jespersen saying.


    Margit Jespersen 1798–1807 …


    There she was, the youngest of Jespersen’s children. But Margit’s accompanying name and date were sketched in pencil, making them look like ghosts against their dark, inky counterparts.


    It shouldn’t have been a surprise—Blackstone had already pieced it together. In fact, as missions went, this was a relatively straightforward one. Still, it was sobering to see it there, a foretold death for a man who even now had blood coursing through his veins as his heart beat faithfully.


    … Captain John Hammond, d. September 3, 1815


    Presumably once the bloody deed was done, Jespersen would go over the pencil with ink.


    Trevor sighed. He only hoped they could keep the news of an enemy of the crown having stayed at the Jade from boiling over into a total scandal.


    But then he remembered this morning with the investors. It didn’t matter anyway. The Jade was probably done for regardless.


    Thinking of a curtain of mahogany hair and a pair of warm amber eyes, he couldn’t find it in himself to care.


    “Blackstone,” he called. “You’d better come see this.”


    …


    It was early evening before the police inspector hauled Jespersen away, and runners had been dispatched in search of Gunst. It was all very anticlimactic, as far as these things went. Jespersen had merely come back to his room, and, seeing that he was vastly outnumbered, surrendered.


    Trevor had been trying to catch a glimpse of Lucy all day. It shouldn’t have been so hard. Though they’d tried valiantly to contain the clamor, word must have leaked, for servants and guests alike loitered for much of the day in the corridor outside room 203. But never her. He’d even managed to steal away for a moment while Blackstone was watching Jespersen’s questioning. He’d gone to her rooms, only to find them empty.


    He couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that something was wrong. He kept seeing the image of his bed, perfectly made, in dramatic contrast to what had occurred in it the night before. But the bed was immaculately made in her room, too, so perhaps it was just her way—something he would have to grow accustomed to. Probably she would even make him help. He grinned in spite of his worry.


    “Where is Mrs. Greenleaf?” he murmured to a footman as he eyed Blackstone striding toward him across the lobby.


    “I haven’t seen her all day, Mr. Bailey. Shall I ask in the kitchen?”


    “Please do.”


    “Well, that’s it,” Blackstone said as he approached.


    “Have you got Gunst?”


    “Not yet, but Jespersen was forthcoming with details that should lead us to him. And Gunst knows Jespersen was adamant about committing this murder himself, so he’s unlikely to act alone. But of course we’ll have men on Captain Hammond just in case. But it should only be a matter of time.” He pressed his lips together grimly.


    “Don’t look so glum, man. You’ve done it again.”


    The spymaster didn’t smile, but his lips relaxed. “We’ve done it. And now we’re done. I’m sorry the Jade had to be involved. I know you love it above all else.”


    “The Jade is in trouble,” Trevor said, still glancing around the space, as if Lucy might appear at any moment. “What Catharine said is true.”


    “Well, with Jespersen out of the way, we can turn our attention to it now.” He quirked a smile then. “Or perhaps I should have just let you kill Galsmith. But, really, how much power can one man have? Catharine will be able to think of some Machiavellian scheme to silence him.”


    “It’s not just Galsmith. It’s all of them. They came to see me this morning.”


    Blackstone raised an eyebrow.


    Trevor braced for battle. “I’m not sacking her.” Blackstone was a friend, yes, and obscenely wealthy, but he had never been one to spend profligately—or on failing ventures. He hoped his stance on Lucy’s continued employment would not cause a rift between them.


    Blackstone merely shrugged. “I’m sure you’ll find another solution.”


    Davies approached. “Mr. Bailey, I’ve a note for you from Mrs. Greenleaf.”


    Finally! “Where is she now?” he asked. “I’ll just go see her.”


    “I don’t know, sir. Monsieur Bellanger found the note in the kitchen. She wasn’t answering knocks on her door earlier this afternoon when you dispatched us in search of her—I’d assumed she was at the market, as she’s taken to going with the head kitchen maid to supervise the purchasing—but perhaps she is back in her rooms by now.”


    Trevor dismissed the servant and tore open the seal.


    Dear Trevor,


    It has been quite an eventful day. I am for bed early with a pounding headache—and, honestly, a desire for solitude to allow the drama of recent events to settle a bit. I beg your indulgence. Let us speak tomorrow.


    Sincerely,


    Lucy


    “Something wrong?” Blackstone asked.


    Yes, something was wrong. She was hiding. And he wasn’t having it. And she’d signed off “sincerely,” when he knew and she knew that the correct closing salutation was “Yours.” Because she was. “No,” he answered, smiling blandly. “If that will be all, I think I’ll go work on that other solution you spoke about.”


    But by the time he reached her door, having taken the stairs two at a time, second thoughts had begun to crowd out the resolve he’d initially felt about going to her. He’d been going to break down her door if he had to, and then…what? That was the problem. She preached the importance of women being accepted as independent, autonomous persons, capable of making their own decisions—decisions that should be respected by society.


    Yes, he could charge in there, and probably fan the flames of the spark that was always there between them—especially now that she knew her capabilities. But that would only cloud the matter, postpone the inevitable outcome.


    For if he knew one thing, it was that the outcome was inevitable. Lucy had come back to him for a reason. He had that tattoo for a reason, and hadn’t shown it to anyone else for a reason. He’d been biding time.


    And he could bide a little more, as much as he didn’t want to. Because Lucy needed to decide to have him. The way to appeal to her was through her intellect. Her enormous capacity for reason. Her beautiful mind. He had to let her come to him in her own way. Not that he wouldn’t make his case, but he would do it on her terms.


    He grinned as he headed for the final flight of stairs that would take him to his apartment. It was going to be a long night.


    Perhaps he could locate another volume of Wollstonecraft he had yet to read.


    …


    Lucy just needed a day. The brave thing to do would have been to simply tell him, to say, Trevor, I’ve moved out, I resign, I wish you—and the Jade—all good things. But it had been such an emotionally wrenching day. And of course she’d had to talk to Mr. Lloyd, to decline his offer of marriage. He’d taken it with remarkably good cheer, which had, in her mind, only ratified everything Catharine had said about love. Lucy rather imagined that if Mr. Lloyd had loved her, he would have been more dismayed by her refusal.


    Still, despite the relative ease of the task, it had been taxing. By the time it was done and she was set up in Catharine’s guest chamber—she would move to the school tomorrow—she was exhausted and simply could not face the prospect of…Trevor. She needed an evening to compose herself before doing what needed to be done.


    There was also the matter of her heart. It was, simply, broken. Shredded so badly she couldn’t be sure she would ever be able to walk outside again, to hold her face to the sun and rest easy in the beauty of the nature she so loved. Her throat ached with the pain of staying away from him, but it was the only choice. He loved the hotel above all else. It was the distillation of everything he had worked for, fought for. It was his home. She of all people knew what that meant. I’m not rational about this place, he’d told her, early on. But she was, and she could see with absolute clarity that he couldn’t be separated from it—couldn’t be forced to choose between it and her. So she would do it for him. It was, perhaps, the one thing she could give him in return for all he had given her. He’d saved her—more than once—and she could save the Jade.


    She would save the Jade—by leaving it.


    And, as in all things, she had Mary to instruct her. She couldn’t get up and travel to exotic lands post heartbreak, but she could pick herself up and keep going. One foot in front of the other until perhaps, finally, one day, instead of this searing anguish, there would be only numbness. She took her hair down and removed her half boots and stockings. And she still had her society, and Mr. Lloyd’s salon, assuming he would still have her. The intellectual companionship she’d sought all her life was hers for the taking now. She just never imagined, after wanting it for so long, that it could feel so very…insufficient.


    She would have to face Trevor tomorrow. In fact, she half expected he would ignore her note, break down the door of her room, and, not finding her in residence, track her here. And then she would have to tell him the truth. Well, the truth and a lie: I can’t see you anymore would have to be followed with because I don’t love you.


    She had never lied to him—not even in the note. She did have a headache, and an intense desire for solitude. She knew he would assume she was upstairs in her room, so perhaps she had lied by omission, but she couldn’t bring herself to feel guilty. There was no room left for guilt as she contemplated the task ahead of her. Only grief. Loss. And all of it made worse because she knew what she was missing. What she was giving up.


    She was too bone-tired to don the night rail Catharine had left for her, so she merely removed her fichu. She couldn’t even muster the energy to pull back the covers and slide beneath them. So she laid on top of the counterpane in her day dress and let the tears come.


    


    She woke up to someone shaking her. Her heart skidded: Had Trevor come to her?


    No, of course not. She’d forgotten for a moment that she was in Catharine’s house. Her sleep- and heartbreak-muddled mind took a moment to grasp the fact that it was the lady of the house urgently—almost violently—shaking her awake.


    “The Jade! It’s on fire! Wake up!”


    Catharine’s guest chamber might as well have been aflame, too, for Lucy felt as if she was trying to breathe smoke. Her body began to crumple, but she forced herself to sit up, to form the only question that mattered. “Is Trevor all right?”


    “I think so. A footman sent word to Blackstone, who’s gone there, and Emily came here. The footman said Davies was going in after Trevor, and that his end of the hotel wasn’t afire yet.”


    Lucy had been struggling to roll up her stockings when she was struck with the thought. A revelation like a snake, hissing its way down her chest, curled itself into a slab of dread in her gut.


    Dread be damned, it took only a heartbeat for her to galvanize into action. She flung the stockings aside and began stuffing her bare legs into her boots.


    “Blackstone will get him out if he’s not already,” Catharine said, leaning down and lacing one of Lucy’s boots while she struggled with the other.


    “It’s not that,” Lucy managed to choke out, her words battling the snake inside her.


    “Then what?” said Catharine, who was already at the door.


    “Trevor thinks I’m inside the Jade.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    “Lucy!” It was his first thought when he jolted from sleep.


    “No, sir, it’s Davies.” The butler, having uncharacteristically entered Trevor’s apartment without permission, shook him forcefully. He’d fallen asleep on a chair in the library. “You must get up! The Jade is on fire!”


    “Fire,” he echoed. The word expanded in his mind, like ink dispersing through water, so there was a lag before the taste of the word on his lips lined up with a meaning he could make sense of. The next word rushed in, slamming against it. “Lucy!” More than a word, it was a directive. As acrid smoke filled his nose, his body sprang into action.


    He was halfway down the first flight of stairs when Davies grabbed him. “The fire started near the rear entrance, and it’s burned up the back of the building. You won’t be able to reach her safely.”


    Shaking the man off like a fly, Trevor covered his face with his sleeve and made for the stairs. The front end of the fourth floor was flooding with smoke. He made his way by feel, barely registering the entreaties of Davies behind him.


    “Lucy!” he shouted, though he knew it was impossible that she should hear him over the creaking of the building. Sparks fell from the ceiling, tiny knives that ate into the back of his neck. The heat was stifling.


    “You won’t be able to get her!” Davies shouted.


    Trevor pushed his way into the nearest room. The scene was oddly serene. Though it was filled with smoke, the chamber was dotted with the mundane details of the life of a traveler—an open trunk, a comb on the dressing table. A pitcher of water sat next to the comb. Thank God he had stumbled into one of the few occupied rooms. He glanced around—and thank God, it appeared its residents had made it out. Grabbing the nearest bathing linen, he plunged it into the water pitcher, then wrapped the whole sodden thing around his head.


    The corridor was worse now. He tried to resume feeling his way along by gliding his hand along the wall, but he howled and pulled it off—the plaster was too hot to touch.


    “Lucy!” he cried, the smoke hampering his attempt to throw his voice and doubling him over in a fit of coughing, even as he continued to struggle blindly forward.


    “The north side is lost!” Davies yelled. “Come away!”


    Trevor refused to believe the man, though flames licked across the ceiling above him, coming from the direction of her rooms. “No!” he shouted. Or meant to—it didn’t even come out as a whisper. All he could manage was to mouth the words. Falling to his knees, he resolved to crawl the rest of the way.


    “It’s too late!”


    Yes. Too late. Something deep within finally recognized that the servant spoke the truth. No matter, then. He still had to make his way to her, if only to die with her. Even as part of his mind recognized the insanity of it, he felt for a minute that he was already inside her room. That he’d barged in there last evening as had been his original impulse. That her arms were around him now.


    “Get up, you bounder!”


    A new voice.


    He lifted his head long enough to ascertain that it was Blackstone. Eyes heavy, he was too weak to resist when two sets of hands hoisted him up. “I’ve dragged your sorry arse off too many battlefields to let you die here, you nodcock!”


    Stairs then. So many stairs. His brain rattling inside his skull. So loud.


    Then air. Water. Blessed water being poured over his head, lifted to his mouth. The tattered remains of his shirt being torn off and a coat thrown over his blackened chest, which was so sooty he could barely make out his tattoos.


    Tattoos.


    “Lucy!”


    He began struggling again, but Blackstone held him tight.


    “I can’t.” He was weeping openly now. “I can’t go on without her.”


    Blackstone said nothing, just kept holding him, his grip unrelenting, even long minutes after Trevor had stopped resisting because his wrecked body had finally surrendered. The spymaster held him so long that Trevor began to understand that Blackstone wasn’t restraining him so much as embracing him.


    He wasn’t sure which of them heard it first. Blackstone’s arms tensed at the same moment an enormous, irrational explosion of hope ignited in Trevor’s chest.


    “Trevor?” It was a quiet voice. If Blackstone had not begun wildly glancing around, Trevor would have thought it a cruel voice, a well-deserved jeer sent by the devil.


    He hadn’t noticed the crowd until now. The chaos. There were people everywhere, men working to douse the still-burning hotel, guests weeping, neighbors gaping.


    “Trevor.”


    “Dear God,” Blackstone breathed.


    “Where is she?” He kept spinning, cursing his smoke-damaged eyes. “Where is she?” he shouted.


    Blackstone’s hand came down on his shoulder, spinning him a few degrees.


    “Trevor!” She’d seen him now, and she was running. Lacking a cloak or a hat, both her hair and her dress flapped behind her as she ran.


    Blackstone let go of him, and he fell to his knees. Merciful God. Merciful, merciful God. Struggling up, beating onward, he dragged himself to her.


    To Lucy.


    Then he put his arms around her and vowed never to let go.


    …


    Lucy couldn’t surrender to Trevor’s embrace. Once she’d seen him, looked into the green eyes peering out from his soot-streaked face, once the tidal wave of relief that he was alive receded, all she could do was stand stiffly in his arms and look over his shoulder at the burning Jade. The fire was nearly out, limited to only a few licking flames painting the burned shell of the building. It was all lost.


    His jewel, his life’s work. His home.


    She hadn’t been able to save it, after all.


    Leaving had done nothing. She hadn’t gone far enough. She hadn’t gone soon enough.


    “I’m sorry I came back,” she whispered.


    Trevor disengaged enough to hold her at arm’s length, keeping hold of one of her hands and searching her eyes. “What do you mean?”


    “It can’t have been Gunst.” Blackstone’s deep voice carried over the chaos that was all around them. “He was picked up earlier today by my men.” He was speaking to Catharine and James, but the whole group was approaching.


    “Who would do this?” Blackstone asked Trevor, who merely stood mutely.


    “It might have been an accident,” James said. “A cheroot left burning perhaps.”


    “A police inspector has already found oil-soaked rags all over the garden,” said the earl.


    Arson.


    She knew before any of them said it. There were people everywhere, squabbling and shouting. Embers glowed like menacing jewels in the dark, and the few stubborn flames that endured cast eerie shadows on the faces of the assembled as the truth flowed through her.


    Trevor, who had been staring at her while she took in the scene, oblivious to it himself, shook his head. When she opened her mouth, he clamped a hand on her forearm as if to forestall what was coming.


    “Galsmith,” she said.


    The single word had the effect of quieting the throng. A heartbeat elapsed before Trevor said, “No,” with so much force it made her jump.


    “That day in the park,” she insisted, needing, for some reason, to make him understand that this was all her fault. “He said he wouldn’t rest until I burned.”


    “Oh my God,” Catharine said. “Of course! We all assumed he meant it metaphorically.”


    Trevor just shook his head and stared at the ruins of his home.


    “It makes sense.” Blackstone laid a hand on Trevor’s shoulder.


    Lucy understood what the earl did not. Trevor wasn’t disputing the truth of the matter, only what it would mean. He knew as well as she did that though Galsmith was the arsonist, she might as well have handed him a flint. His home, his work, his hard-won stability—all the things he loved—would never be safe around her.


    “Good-bye,” she whispered, tugging on the hand he still held, trying to free herself.


    She wasn’t quick enough, for she hadn’t taken a step before he was there, capturing her in an iron grip. Without a word, he began walking, away from the fire, away from the muttering mob, away from the questions Blackstone was firing after him, away from it all.


    As he picked up speed, she felt like a child being towed along by a nanny in great haste. But she knew better than to argue with him. She’d been naive to think she could just slip away into the night. Of course, she had to let him speak. He wouldn’t let her go again without saying good-bye—the thought was surprisingly comforting. Last time, there had been no good-bye, and it had nearly broken her heart.


    He seemed to have a specific destination in mind, so she silently rushed along with him, trying to memorize the feel of his strong hand clasping hers. She would return to this feeling, later. It would sustain her through the long, lonely life that stretched ahead of her. It would have to.


    They approached a small park that wasn’t far from the Jade. It was home to paths that meandered, and one of them crossed another via a stone bridge that allowed the top path to rise above the perpendicular one that passed beneath. It was utterly unlike the bridge under which she’d passed their last week together as children—and yet her heart understood the reference. A final reckoning beneath a bridge.


    She choked on a sob as he propelled her ahead of him along the lower path. Then he pressed her up against the stone pile that held up the bridge and his mouth came crashing down on hers. He was almost angry, leaving her no room to object. Not that she would have. It took only a moment before that now-familiar heat sparked low in her belly. If this was good-bye, as it must be, she would greedily take her fill of him one last time. Shamelessly, she pressed herself against him as they kissed, trying to maneuver as much contact as possible between their bodies.


    He broke the kiss as abruptly as he’d begun it but did not let go of her, held tight to her upper arms. Green eyes glittered. “We survived, Lucy. Again.”


    She shook her head. Not that she disputed the fact but in confusion over what it signified. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, tamping down the urge to shake loose of his grip and use her sleeve to clean his sooty face.


    It was his turn to shake his head in confusion. “Sorry? For what?”


    “It’s my fault. I should never have come to you to begin with. I’ve ruined everything. The Jade burned because of me. Because I couldn’t keep my mouth shut about Mary.”


    He grinned, which seemed about as unlikely a reaction as she could imagine. “I don’t care about the Jade.”


    “But that’s not true. You care about it more than anything. You told me as much yourself. It’s everything to you.”


    “I don’t care about the Jade,” he said again, the smile disappearing as he tightened his grip on her arms and dipped his head so that they were eye to eye. “I care about surviving. I can’t breathe when you’re not around. I didn’t realize I wasn’t breathing until you came back, and then suddenly, there was air.”


    What was he saying? The ground beneath her was shifting so that she couldn’t find her footing.


    “You were going to leave, weren’t you? To teach at Catharine’s school?”


    “I heard you talking to the investors. I didn’t want to be the reason you lost the Jade. I couldn’t be.” She hung her head, unable to keep meeting his burning eyes. “But I was, anyway.”


    He tilted her chin back up with one hand before returning it to its former spot on her upper arm. “I don’t care about the Jade,” he said, speaking slowly and articulating each syllable. “Everything I was looking for all these years was you. I love you.”


    She began to crumple then. Was this what it was like not to fight? Did she know how to be in the world without struggle?


    Somehow, impossibly, he heard her doubts, knew her fears. He spoke into her hair as he pulled her close, straightening her sagging knees as he held her against him. “We know how to survive, you and I, to fight for life. We did it before, and we’ve just done it again. I think twice is quite enough.” He kissed her hair. “Now I think we should just live. You asked me recently why I thought we survived. I couldn’t have known it at the time, but this is why I sent you away from Seven Dials all those years ago. So we could live now. Just live. We were saving each other for later.”


    He pulled back and searched her eyes. “Marry me, Lucy. You needn’t give up anything. I’ll build a new hotel for you to manage if you like.”


    “How? You’ve lost everything.”


    “Ah, but you’re forgetting the ships. And the mines. These things make money. I can sell them, and then we shan’t need any investors this time ’round.”


    “Yes, but, if you didn’t want to sell them the first time, why would you—”


    “But perhaps another hotel isn’t quite the thing.” He struggled to keep his face serious as he interrupted her. “Perhaps my true calling is to carry your bags around as you crisscross the country on a speaking tour on the rights of women. You choose. It shall be as you like.”


    Just as she was about to speak, to capitulate, he held up a finger. “One more thing. I promise marriage to me will not result in suicidal despair or anything like it, so if you utter a single word about Mary Wollstonecraft’s unworthy husbands, I’ll—”


    Her laughter interrupted him. She reached behind her neck and unclasped her necklace, slid the Jade off the chain, and placed it on her own left ring finger.


    For once, she hadn’t been thinking of Mary. She’d only been going to say: “Yes.”

  


  
    Epilogue


    One year later, Essex.


    “Welcome to the Owl and Rose!”


    Trevor looked up from his table in the inn’s tavern, where he was puzzling over a column of figures that wouldn’t quite square, to watch his wife greet their latest guests.


    “Oh, it’s you!” she exclaimed, her face lighting up.


    Catharine and Emily floated in on a wave of chatter and laughter—and the squalling of an infant Catharine carried in her arms. The ladies were followed shortly by the less exuberant but still smiling Blackstone and James.


    Trevor got up and moved behind the bar to stand behind Lucy. A glance down showed him she had been going over the same figures that had been confounding him—and that she’d found the error. Naturally.


    “I thought we were meeting for dinner later,” Lucy exclaimed, “but it’s so wonderful to see you all! You’ve been in London too long—we’ve missed you so!”


    “Yes, we’re overdue for a meeting of the Essex branch of the Ladies’ Society in Support of Mrs. Wollstonecraft, aren’t we?” Emily said.


    “We’ve a new plan,” Catharine called, pitching her voice so it could be heard over the insistent vocalizations of her baby daughter. “Emily and I are going to stay here while the gentlemen go hunting!”


    “Assuming you have room,” said Emily, looking down at the babe with affection. The others followed her gaze, and even Blackstone’s usually taciturn demeanour softened. Trevor took advantage of the opportunity to squeeze his wife’s bottom. She jumped but did not move away. He watched the tips of her ears color. Would he ever grow accustomed to the notion that he could just touch her whenever he liked? That she was truly—and finally—his?


    “Yes,” Catharine said, dragging her attention from the baby. “We’ll have an adventure—just the three of us ladies.”


    “Four!” Emily said. “Don’t forget the baby!”


    “Oh, but Clareford Manor will be so much more comfortable for you,” Lucy protested. “This is just a humble country inn.”


    “Yes, but it’s your humble country inn,” said Catharine, handing the baby to James and shrugging out of her spencer.


    Trevor couldn’t help but agree. He had sold his mines—after marrying Lucy he’d found his appetite for the relentless accumulation of wealth was simply not as voracious as it had been—and used the money to buy the inn outright. No investors, no one to make happy except themselves: it was a slice of heaven.


    “It will be an adventure,” Emily asserted. The men will be out in the hunting box shooting defenseless creatures, and we’ll be cozied up here.” She grinned. “I think we should drink some ale!”


    Trevor refrained from pointing out that they rarely shot defenseless animals on hunting excursions. In fact, they would very likely pass the three days languishing about Blackstone’s luxuriously appointed hunting box playing cards and drinking scotch.


    “But not before I’ve had a chance to consult Lucy on the curriculum changes I’m thinking of making at the school,” Catharine said in mock sternness. “Curriculum first, ale second.”


    “Before you ladies incite a revolution—or get foxed—I have some news that will interest the Baileys,” said Blackstone, producing a newspaper. He set it on the bar in front of them and pointed to a short article entitled “Galsmith Found Guilty.” As a peer, Galsmith had been tried by the House of Lords, and the story had been everywhere over the past year. Trevor and Lucy, having decamped to Essex shortly after the fire—and their marriage—had mostly ignored it, though they did have to travel back to town to give testimony.


    “What’s the gist of it?” Trevor asked, not wanting to waste even a moment reading about Galsmith. The man didn’t deserve an iota of their attention.


    “The gist of it is that he’s on his way to Australia,” Blackstone said.


    “Good.”


    “But what about his family? The girls?” asked Lucy. Tenderhearted Lucy. “They haven’t done anything wrong.”


    “Galsmith’s wife was the daughter of an earl,” said Catharine. “They’ll be fine. The trial has no doubt ensured they will never be received in polite society, but they won’t starve.”


    “They’ll have to make their own way,” said Emily. “Like you, Lucy.”


    “Perhaps I can send them some reading material,” Lucy said, reaching down and squeezing Trevor’s hand below the bar where none of the rest of them could see.


    “Yes,” Trevor said, rolling his eyes teasingly. “Perhaps you might know of a reading society they could join.”


    Emily took the paper from the bar and made a point of handing it back to her husband. “What a relief to have that behind us. Now, what kind of ale do you have?”


    “Wait!” Lucy cried. “If you’re to be guests of the Owl and Rose, you must have the official welcome biscuit!” She turned and lifted a cloth from a basket that stood on a shelf behind the bar.


    While she was distributing the treats, Trevor filched one. She’d meant to replicate the childhood treat they’d so adored in Seven Dials, but her creation had far surpassed the original.


    As long as he lived, he could never get enough of Lucy’s now-famous lemon biscuits.


    She shot him a look over her shoulder as she began pulling pints—she always knew when he was stealing biscuits.


    He smiled through a mouthful and amended his previous thought. As long as he lived, he could never get enough of Lucy.
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