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			Prologue

			If it were done when ’tis done,

			then ’twere well It were done quickly.

			William Shakespeare, Macbeth

			Newgate Prison, 1834

			It was a fine day for a hanging. In the City of London, the spring air held a promise of the bucolic summer to come, and high above the gallows, the spires of St. Sepulchre-without-Newgate melted like warm cream into the clouds of an azure sky.

			The beautiful weather had, of course, brought out a larger-than-usual mob of gawkers and hawkers, all of whom were now wedged cheek-by-jowl together, enjoying a capital lark. This, even before the condemned had been dragged out to pray and to plead and—if the crowd was lucky—perhaps even to piss himself.

			Above the rumble of the crowd came the cries of the pie-men and the orange girls, along with the perky toots of a hornpipe wielded by a swarthy sailor who roamed the crowd, a miniature monkey perched upon one shoulder. Lastly came the newsboys, waving their papers and shouting out headlines as grisly as they were salacious, for today was the day to recount every detail of Lord Percy Peveril’s brutal murder and all its overwrought aftermath.

			After all, what more could one wish for in such a cautionary tale of angst and woe? A duke’s son cut coldly down by a notorious and dashing card sharp, leaving his noble father to vow revenge. This followed by a suicide, a trial, and a beautiful fiancée twice collapsed with grief. Truly, for the pressmen of Fleet Street, did opportunity knock any louder?

			Just then, the door onto the platform high above flew open and the thickset hangman trundled out. The aforesaid fiancée shrieked, then collapsed—yet a third time—against her sister’s shoulder on a wretched sob. For months now, Miss Elinor Colburne had been bravely proclaiming her intention to stand stalwart to the end—though this was not, in point of fact, her end. And never mind the fact that prior to this drawn-out melodrama, the lady had never stood stalwart in the face of anything more catastrophic than a badly knotted hair ribbon.

			Around her, however, the crowd had surged on a collective gasp, and the condemned—the man whose end this was truly meant to be—lifted his chin and stepped unhesitatingly onto the platform, coatless and hatless, his thick, dark curls ruffling lightly in the breeze. His hands were bound tightly behind him, so tight that his fine brocade waistcoat was drawn taut across a broad width of chest, displaying an expanse of costly linen that had once been starched and snowy white but had long ago gone gray with the filth of Newgate.

			A black-garbed clergyman by the name of Sutherland was introduced. A grim-faced Scot, the fellow stepped to the edge of the platform, a Bible already open across his palm, to rattle off a few perfunctory passages about death and forgiveness, followed by a fiery invective on the inherent evils of gaming.

			Then, as was the custom, the condemned was invited to speak his last words.

			The broad-chested young man gave a succinct nod and stepped forward, dropping a steady, crystal-blue gaze directly upon Elinor Colburne. It was as if he knew to an inch precisely where the lady stood in the silent, suspenseful throng.

			“Miss Colburne.” His powerful, upper-class voice held a hint of northern broadness. “I did your Percy no harm, save fairly relieve him of a few hundred pounds. And eventually, I’ll prove it. To you, by God, and to every man-jack standing in this mob of inhumanity.”

			At that, the hangman uttered an irritated oath. The bound man was yanked impatiently back from the platform’s edge. In an instant, the black bag was thrown over his head, and the noose jerked taut. The entire crowd drew one great, collective breath. Then, with a mighty yank, the lever was thrown and the platform dropped, dangling the body like a marionette.

			The crowd exhaled, then broke into a mélange of jeers, tears, and raucous applause.

			Elinor Colburne released her sister’s arm, then fell to her knees, collapsing on a bone-wracking sob into the filth of the street.

			The time to stand stalwart was, apparently, at an end.

			“There, there now, Ellie.” Her sister knelt to embrace her, murmuring softly into her hair. “Papa and Lord Percy are avenged, just as Mr. Napier promised. Come, dear, ’tis over. This terrible thing is done.”

			But it was not over.

			And—did any of them but know it—the terrible thing was far, far from done.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			Against the envy of less happier lands,

			This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England.

			William Shakespeare, Richard II

			The Docklands, 1848

			The English aristocracy held sacred two tenets; firstly, that they were born to rule by right of blood, and secondly, that a man’s home was his castle. The Scots, however, being a more pragmatic race, believed only that blood was thicker than water and that a man’s castle was his home only until some avaricious Englishman laid siege in an attempt to steal it. In which case the castle was more apt to become someone’s tomb—the Englishman’s, it was to be hoped.

			But those who ventured from that scepter’d isle, that precious stone set in the silver sea, quickly learned that once one was far enough beyond it, blood mattered less than sheer survival, and home became something one had to haul round in a traveling trunk. This was particularly so for the adventurers of the East India Company, who, try as they might to forge a Britannia-in-the-East, never quite succeeded, for the Hindustan would not be tamed into home. And sometimes she tamed them.

			The Scots, however, accustomed as they were to the vagaries of fate, struggled less with the harsh new reality that was India and succeeded admirably, for a Scot either went home rich or, like a Spartan fallen in battle, went home on his shield. In the early years, some assimilated quite thoroughly; forging treaties, heeding the customs, and occasionally taking to wife native women who in turn bore them fine, sturdy children. And a few simply never went home again, choosing instead to simply stay in India and die there.

			And die damned inconveniently, too.

			That, at least, was the considered opinion of Lady Anisha Stafford, who laid aside her thoughts and her needlework one hot Calcutta afternoon to snap open the thick fold of letter-paper a passing servant had thrust into her hand, only to discover her own harsh new reality. Not only was her rich Scottish father now in his grave but her impecunious English husband had followed him, and rather more swiftly than one might have wished. The fog and the sand of Sobraon’s bloody battlefield had swallowed up the arrogant man, and Anisha had become, in short, that most pitiable of creatures—a woman alone.

			A woman alone in a land that did not really quite claim her—and with two fatherless children to raise, along with a young scapegrace of a brother who had become almost dangerously charming. And over the coming weeks that turned to long months, as her husband’s body was borne home and his affairs slowly settled, it came clear to Anisha that there was little left for them in India. That this time it fell to her to pack up her traveling trunk and forge a new and better life for her family’s sake.

			But Britain, too, was a land that mightn’t claim her, for like so many of her kind who came out of India, Lady Anisha was neither fish nor fowl. Her elder brother, though, had found London to his liking. He had begun his life anew. And when he wrote insisting she bring the boys to England, Lady Anisha allowed herself a good, long cry, then began the process of swaddling her family’s home in holland cloth and pensioning off most of the servants.

			Still, a nagging uncertainty followed her over what felt like half the seven seas, and it was still threading through her uneasy dreams one miserably cold dawn when she was roused from a restless slumber by a harsh, scrubbing sound that vibrated through the walls of her cabin.

			Startled fully awake, she lashed out blindly with one hand, seizing hold of her wooden berth as her eyes blinked, adjusting to the low light of the lantern that swung from its hook, casting wild shadows up the cabin walls.

			Land?

			Clambering down in agitation, Anisha made her way to the small aft window and threw back the muslin curtain. Through the haze of salt rime, a seemingly endless row of oily yellow lights winked tauntingly back at her.

			A shoreline. No, a riverbank.

			And beyond it, in a dusky gray sky, one could just make out a hint of the pink, wintry sunrise to come. Lady Anisha cursed beneath her breath.

			Just then, the door flew open. Janet burst in, wild red hair sprouting from beneath her nightcap. “Lud, ma’am!” said the servant. “Reckon this’ll be London?”

			“Having never seen it, I could not say,” Anisha grumbled, already hastening about the postage stamp of a cabin, yanking on her wrapper as she went. “But it assuredly isn’t Calcutta. Janet, you were to wake me at—what was it? Gravesend?”

			“Aye, and how, pray, was I to do it, ma’am, when no one knocked me up?” she squawked, seizing Anisha’s portmanteau and throwing it open on the mattress. “And me telling that fool of a cabin boy, plain as day three times last night, that I was to be woke soon as we entered the river!”

			The servant began to hurl stockings and undergarments from the drawer beneath the berth. “And February’s wicked cold here, my lady,” she added, “so mind you put on your warmest drawers. For my part, I’ll be so happy to get off this infernal boat, I believe I shall dance a jig.”

			“And I believe I shall partner you.” Anisha tossed out her comb and hairpins from her dressing case. “Go, Janet. I can fend for myself. Hurry and dress. Oh—wait! Where’s Chatterjee? Did he wake Lord Lucan? The boys?”

			Alarm sketched across Janet’s face. “Best check, hadn’t I?” As quickly as she’d come, the servant was gone, very nearly catching her hems in the cabin door as she flew out again.

			It took Lady Anisha less then ten minutes to wash, dress, and twist up her hair. A military wife knew how to travel light and move fast. And haste was surely needed, for already Anisha could hear more scraping and thudding, the sound of cargo being hauled up from the hold. Moreover, while her elder brother had many qualities—both good and bad—neither tardiness nor patience was amongst them.

			Oddly, though, the thought of seeing her brother Raju again after so many years apart left her a trifle unsettled. Suddenly, it seemed as if their frequent letters had not been enough. The nagging uncertainty turned to a sick, awful knot in the pit of her stomach.

			What would he think of her now? Did she look too foreign? Did he look too English? Would he grow to resent her coming here? Had he changed at all during his years of grief and wanderlust? Had she?

			Tom and Teddy assuredly had, for they had been infants. And Lucan—Luc had been but a gangling lad.

			Well. Perhaps they were all going to have to grow up now.

			A little ruthlessly, she stabbed the last hairpin into place, then, after an instant’s hesitation, unscrewed the tiny nose-pin from her left nostril. Though her father had disapproved, Anisha had worn it through her first confinement to ward off sickness and labor pain. After his death, she’d worn it always. To please herself. To make a statement, she supposed.

			Ah, but Calcutta was far behind her now.

			On a sigh, she dropped it into her traveling jewelry box with her grandmother’s pearls and her mother’s priceless kundan choker. But she felt suddenly ... wrong. Out of place. Which she was, in a manner of speaking. She had learned long ago that removing her phul would not remove the Rajputra in her, nor did she wish it to.

			But she did wish, for the boys’ sake, to fit in. And she wished, honestly, to ease her own transition into this frigid, water-bound empire. Yet at the same time, Anisha had grown a little weary over the years of having one foot planted here and another there; caught forever in that shifting dance between who she was and who someone else thought she ought to be.

			For an instant, John’s disapproving scowl flitted across her mind. Anisha swiftly shut it out, stepped to the mirror, and let her eyes run down the bodice of her ordinary English gown, then back up again to her not-especially English face.

			“And when I was a child,” Anisha whispered to herself, “I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child.”

			But now came the time—the grievous, heartrending time—to put away childish things. Or to put away, at the very least, childhood’s comforts. For the truth was, like her elder brother, Anisha had never really been a child. And now she was, she supposed, as prepared for her first appearance in England—for her new life—as one could hope.

			With another sigh, she began the last of her packing but on the next breath was struck with an urge to check on the boys. Together they made for a cheeky pair of monkeys and, in all fairness to Janet, not a task the girl had signed on for. But this journey had been trying for all of them. The boys had become more mischievous than usual and, by Cape Town, had already parted ways with their put-upon tutor, Teddy having laid the last straw upon the camel’s back by running the poor man’s drawers out the bowsprit.

			In six short steps, Anisha reached her cabin door. Throwing it heedlessly open, she hurled herself at once against a tall, broad-shouldered slab of masculine imperviousness.

			“Ho!” said the slab, who smelled of warm leather and smoky sandalwood. He steadied her with a pair of broad, ungloved hands. “Lady Anisha Stafford, I presume?”

			“Oh, I beg your pardon!” Anisha blinked up at a pair of merry blue eyes, her thoughts skittering across the deck like aimless birdshot. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—that is to say—” She drew herself up and stepped back. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?”

			It was a witless remark, of course. Beyond Raju, she knew not a soul in this cold, gray place.

			With a smile as wide as his shoulders, the man dipped his head and somehow followed her from the shadows into the light of the minuscule cabin. “No, I haven’t the pleasure,” he said, his voice a low rumble in his chest, “which I now see was a tragic oversight on my part.”

			“I’m afraid I don’t quite follow,” she said, backing further, only to hitch up against the end of her berth.

			Half inside the narrow space, the man set a shoulder to the doorframe, looking utterly relaxed. “I mean that I should have come all the way to India myself had Ruthveyn troubled to tell me how breathtaking his little sister was,” he said, the grin deepening. “On the other hand, I had been until rather recently ... well, let us call it a guest of the Crown, so my travel has been curtailed.” He thrust out a powerful, lightly callused hand. “Rance Welham at your service, ma’am.”

			“Oh.” Anisha’s eyes dropped to the ornate gold pin nestled in the folds of his cravat. “Oh. Sergeant Welham!” Relief and recognition came as one, and she shook his hand. “A pleasure, I’m sure. But my brother—?”

			“Detained with Fraternitas business.” At her questioning look, he continued. “Just the usual trouble in Paris. Guizot’s about to be thrown out, and the Gallic confederation cannot decide if we are friend or foe. Regrettably, Lord Ruthveyn’s our only diplomat.”

			“Ah.” Anisha wondered if those clear blue eyes ever stopped twinkling. Or was it more of a dangerous glitter? It really was hard to tell.

			“Which is to say, Ruthveyn regrets it,” the man went on. “I, however, do not. And since I’m the brawn rather than the brain of the organization, he’s sent me, a brace of footmen, and three fine coaches to bid you welcome and fetch you home to Mayfair.”

			Home. To Mayfair.

			Wherever that was.

			“And so quickly,” she murmured.

			“Oh, we’ve had a rider on watch down at Dartford for a se’night, ma’am,” he said, coming away from the door. “I do believe Ruthveyn is anxious to see his little sister.”

			Sergeant Welham was still smiling and twinkling and looking almost dangerously handsome. Anisha knew a little of the man from her brother’s letters, but nothing to prepare her for such an onslaught of male charm.

			His elegant hat tucked into the crook of his arm, Welham displayed a tousled pile of dark curls and a pair of deep dimples to either side of a mouth so full it clearly belonged on a sybarite. Worse, the height and width of him literally filled the cabin.

			“Now, my girl,” he said, stepping into the tiny space and somehow sketching her an elegant bow, “have you a lady’s maid hereabouts?”

			“N-no, it’s been a rather trying journey,” Anisha uttered. “I lost her in Lisbon.”

			At last some of the flirtatious glitter faded from his eyes. “Fever, eh? Tragic shipboard hazard.”

			“Oh, no.” Anisha shook her head. “I fear the tedium unsettled her brain, and she eloped with Lord Lucan’s valet.”

			His grin returned. “Ho, marriage! A true tragedy, then.”

			“I fear you cannot know the half of it,” said Anisha dryly, “for you’ve not seen Luc’s valet.”

			“What, bad-tempered? Drunken?” He winked at her. “I’ve been both, from time to time.”

			“No, bald and pocked,” said Anisha. “And prosy.”

			Welham laughed richly. “Well, no accounting for taste, is there? Good luck to ’em. Now, have you something I might carry up? This small trunk, perhaps?”

			The trunk in question was not small, and in fact took up the entire rear corner of the cabin. “Thank you, but are there not porters here?”

			The smile deepened. “I believe, ma’am, that I can manage a trifling piece of baggage.”

			“You must suit yourself, then.” Anisha had already turned to shove the last of her things into the portmanteau. “Just let me finish—”

			“Ah!” His gaze having dropped to the floor, Welham bent down to grab something, his head so near it brushed the fringe of her shawl. Then he came back up at once, his lean, hard-boned cheeks faintly pink. “I fear, ma’am, that you have dropped an ... er, a garment of a personal nature. I shall restrain the temptation to retrieve it.”

			Anisha looked down to see her zari peignoir in a puddle of green silk beneath the berth. Faintly mortified, she snatched it up and stuffed it into the portmanteau. Welham swallowed a little oddly, as if his mouth had just gone dry.

			“Thank you,” she managed and latched the portmanteau shut. “Well, then, let us make haste. Though I should first look in on—”

			But somehow, they had managed to leap into action at once; she toward the door, and Welham toward the trunk, awkwardly wedging themselves between the berth and one of the massive wooden spars that ran down the wall.

			For an instant, they froze, so close the swell of her belly was pressed to his groin. So close, Anisha could see the stubble of blue-black beard beneath his skin and the tiny white scar just below his left eye.

			“Oh.” Anisha let the portmanteau fall from her grip. “How frightfully—”

			“—awkward?” he supplied. But Welham was no longer grinning, and his gaze had shifted to something far more than mere warmth.

			“I believe, sir—” Anisha tried to slip to her right and heard a stitch rip. “Drat! Please, if you would just turn—”

			But again, they twisted in unison. And suddenly, as was apparently his habit, Welham smiled down into her eyes; smiled in a way that warmed straight through to the pit of Anisha’s belly. She cut her gaze away.

			“Well, look at it this way,” he managed. “Someday we’ll be old friends and have a good laugh about this.”

			But Anisha, her breasts pressed nearly flat to the solid wall of his chest, was not feeling especially amused. She felt as if she was melting; as if her good sense had been drowned in the rich, masculine scent of him. Inside her head, her pulse was so loud that she was certain he must surely hear it.

			Sensing her discomfort, Sergeant Welham grasped her shoulders and, with a little grunt, somehow managed to maneuver his way through. The sharp oaken edge of the berth slipped past her spine. But his hands did not release her, and she could feel the heat of his gaze burning into her.

			Left with little choice, Anisha lifted her eyes to his and was shocked at the sudden tenderness she saw there.

			“I beg your pardon,” he said softly. “I forget that you are unaccustomed to our wicked Town ways. I am an incorrigible flirt, I know, but I ought not flirt with you. Indeed, Ruthveyn will have my head for it.”

			But Anisha’s mouth had gone dry. “Were you flirting?” she managed.

			He winked. “Oh, a little, perhaps.”

			When her gaze dropped in embarrassment, Anisha could read the very inscription upon his solid gold cravat pin.

			F.A.C.

			He was a member of the Fraternitas Aureae Crucis. The Brotherhood of the Golden Cross. Even in childhood, she had been taught to turn to them in time of trouble. And Welham had come—in keeping with his vows—to help her, even in this small way. Incorrigible he might have been, but the man meant only kindness.

			The knowledge comforted her and brought her somehow back to herself. Pulling away from his grip, Anisha threw on her heavy cloak, then snatched up her portmanteau in one hand and her dressing case in the other. The moment of unease had passed.

			“Now I have these two, my lord,” she said, smiling. “If you can indeed fetch the trunk?”

			A few moments later, they were emerging topside to a bitter-cold sunrise, the heavy, brass-banded box balanced effortlessly upon Welham’s shoulder, to a land surrounded by towering brick walls and the unmistakable sweep of the river, which was not remotely straight, as she had somehow assumed it would be.

			Had she imagined it would run stick-straight, like the Hooghly as it drifted past her house? Assumptions—about anything—were clearly misplaced here.

			Anisha glanced anxiously around to see the boys half-hanging over the gunwale and pointing downriver as Lucan looked on. His cage sitting on the deck beside the three of them, their parakeet, Milo, swung from his perch, bobbing back and forth as he watched the hubbub unfold.

			“Pawwwk!” he complained, eyeing her approach. “British prisoner! Let me out! Let me out!”

			Dropping her bags, Anisha hugged the boys in turn, then knelt by the cage. “Teddy, where is Milo’s blanket?” she chided. “The poor dear cannot bear this frightful cold.”

			“He wanted to look around,” said Teddy defensively.

			“Mamma! Mamma!” said six-year-old Tom. “We saw a dead man!”

			Anisha took the bell-shaped blanket from him and knelt to swaddle Milo’s cage. “A dead man?” she said, flicking a quick, anxious glance up at her younger brother.

			Lord Lucan Forsythe came languidly away from the rail. “There did indeed appear to be a corpse,” he said breezily. “Come portside if you like, and I’ll show you.”

			“Heavens, no.” Anisha secured the last frog on Milo’s blanket as Welham reached down to help her to her feet. “But really, a dead man? In the water?”

			“No, he’s been hung,” Tom piped, rather too cheerfully.

			“Hanged, you dolt,” his brother corrected, pointing downriver. “He’s swinging from a jib back there. And he’s in a cage.”

			“Teddy, that is quite enough.” Mildly horrified, Anisha made the introductions in haste. Lord Lucan shook Welham’s hand warmly, but the boys could not get past the grisly excitement of the dead body.

			“And he hadn’t any eyes, Mamma!” said Tom, his face twisting grotesquely.

			“ ’Cause the birds pecked ’em out, you boka chele,” said his brother.

			“Boys, that will do!” Anisha lifted one eyebrow warningly. “Teddy, we will discuss later where you learnt that phrase.”

			“It’s what Chatterjee calls the punkah wallah,” said Teddy. “It just means—”

			“I know what it means,” she interjected. “And gentlemen do not insult one another in a lady’s presence. Nor do they speak of dead bodies. I am delicate. I might faint.”

			“Oh, Mamma!” Teddy rolled his eyes. “You never faint.”

			Welham bent to ruffle Teddy’s hair. “She looks pretty hardy to me, too, lad,” he murmured. “But it isn’t really a dead body, just an old prank.”

			“A prank, sir?” Teddy looked up at him, puzzled.

			“Aye, they call him Dashing Davie the Pirate Prince.” Welham grinned at the boys. “Occasionally some of the stevedores drink too deep and run him up just for fun. But old Davie’s naught but cotton wool and canvas. Something to frighten the tourists.”

			“Oh,” said Tom, obviously crestfallen.

			Welham seemed to relent and knelt to look the lad in the eyes. “But the gibbet and cage are real,” he said almost consolingly. “Look, do you see that marshy spot across the river’s crook? That’s Blackwall Point. That’s where they hang the real pirates and leave their bodies to rot as a warning.”

			Tom’s eyes widened. “Do they?”

			“Well, it’s been awhile.” Welham winked. “But one never knows.”

			At this hopeful news, both boys brightened considerably. Really, did the man turn his winking, sparkly charm on everyone he met?

			Just then, however, their only remaining manservant strode across the deck, Janet on his heels. “All the baggage has been offloaded, ma’am,” said Chatterjee with an elegant bow.

			“Excellent. Thank you.” She turned back to the boys. “Now let’s have no more talk of gibbets, please,” she added, including Welham in her sweeping glower. “From any of you.”

			Welham laughed. “Sounds like fair warning, lads!” he said. “Off we go, then. London and all her fine adventures await.”

			But the boys allowed as how it was more likely a new tutor awaited, sounding as if they were going to the gallows along with Dashing Davie. Soon they had taken up the related subjects of beheadings and Traitor’s Gate, speculating about whether or not they would be able to see the Tower along the way.

			“I will ask the coachman to drive by it,” Welham assured them as they stepped onto terra firma.

			“I am not certain, Sergeant,” she muttered beneath her breath, “that you are being helpful here.”

			Nonetheless, Welham’s promise seemed to appease the boys, so Anisha spent the next several minutes looking about her new home, or what she could see of it. Though the twinkling lights of the docks and shoreline had melted with the dawn, the vastness of London—or at least her warehouses—was still apparent.

			Never in her life had Anisha seen so much activity as at the East India Docks at daybreak. Already lighters and barges were skimming to and fro in the water, and a dozen ships appeared ready to offload, while many more bobbed, bare-masted, up and down the Thames. Workers swarmed like ants about crates and barrels, dark warehouses looming up behind them in every direction.

			At first the port smelled much like that of Calcutta’s; heavy with the scent of rot and effluent. However, when at last she moved beyond the shadow of the Blackwall frigate and nearer the warehouses, Anisha was struck by the more pleasant scents of pepper and ginger and a hundred other things she could not identify—the smell of money, her late father would have termed it.

			With a gait that was long and lean-hipped, Welham cut a smooth swath through the morass, the throng falling respectfully from his path as he escorted Anisha and her company safely out into a wide lane that ran behind a row of warehouses. In short order, they were being bundled into the carriages, with Chatterjee and Lucan taking the first, the former having been pressed into her brother’s valet service. Janet shooed the boys into another, and after surveying that all was in order, Welham threw open the door of the third—a fine, fully enclosed landau with a gold coat of arms painted on the door.

			“After you, ma’am.”

			She was oddly a little wary of being alone again in close quarters with Welham, but pride stiffening her spine, she swept her skirts up perhaps a little more regally than she might otherwise have done and climbed inside.

			He followed her in gracefully, shutting the door himself and tossing his tall hat onto the seat beside him. Almost at once, Anisha heard the lead carriage begin to rumble forward, harnesses jingling. She and Welham were utterly alone again, the gloom and close confines of the carriage surrounding them with that same sense of intimacy she’d felt inside her cabin.

			Drawing her cloak a little tighter against the cold and damp, Anisha broke the heavy silence. “Sergeant Welham, perhaps I ought to apologize.”

			“Should you?” he murmured. “For what, pray?”

			“Tom and Teddy,” she answered. “All that talk. About ... well, hanging. To you, of all people. They meant nothing by it, and you were sporting enough. But still ...”

			The merry twinkle returned to his eyes. “I’m afraid I lost my delicate sensibilities on the battlefields of the Maghreb, ma’am,” he said. “Those boys look a handful, by the way. How old are they?”

			“Tom just turned six,” she said, “and Teddy eight. And Luc, at all of eighteen, fancies himself quite the man grown.”

			Something in Welham’s gaze suddenly sobered. “Then let us pray Lord Lucan soon learns better—for London has a tendency to teach young men harsh lessons in a hard school.”

			He spoke, Anisha knew, from experience.

			Just then, they made a sharp turn. Through the wavy glass window, her gaze followed the sweeping vista of masts and warehouses. In an instant they were rolling beneath the arched entrance of a clock-towered gatehouse set into the brick wall that surrounded the dockyard, the carriage lurching a little sideways as it turned right. A few yards further along, and the carriage slowed again, this time to enter a main thoroughfare.

			Barking Road, the signpost read.

			What strange names this place had. The carriage swung away from it, toward the west. And then, just as they swept out of the turn, Anisha saw him. A somber young man in a long coat standing by a lamppost, his gaze following hers as if locked to it.

			Unable to stop herself, Anisha twisted around to look out the rear. Just before vanishing from sight, the man lifted his hat as if in silent salute, revealing a shock of rich, red hair and a quizzical, almost insolent smile.

			She turned back, her gaze going at once to Welham, who cursed softly beneath his breath. He, too, was watching, looking past her shoulder with eyes that no longer laughed but instead now glittered with menace.

			“That young man,” she murmured, “do you know him?”

			A dark look sketched over his once-amiable countenance, and Anisha was struck with a chilling certainty that Welham would make for a brutal enemy.

			“I do not,” he gritted. “But it now appears I shall have to.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			Welham’s every muscle seemed suddenly taut, like those of a great cat ready to pounce. “I’m told the man works for a newspaper,” he answered. “Until this moment, however, I imagined his name did not much matter.”

			“But my brother wrote that the Lord Chancellor overturned your conviction.” Anisha glanced uneasily over her shoulder, but the man, of course, had long vanished. “What could the papers want of you now?”

			“In my experience, most of the world’s evils have to do with money.” Welham’s jaw twitched. “Specifically, the gaining of it. And usually at someone else’s expense.”

			“True,” she acknowledged, “but ... ?”

			He shrugged. “A great many people believe my father bought my justice for me,” he said. “More than a few would be pleased to see me fall from grace. And that, I daresay, would sell a vast number of newspapers.”

			For a moment, Anisha considered it. “It’s an ugly thought,” she said softly. “How horrible for you.”

			“Horrible?” he echoed, his voice dangerously soft. “No, ma’am. Horrible is being left to rot in prison for a crime you didn’t commit. Horrible is having a noose drawn round your neck and not knowing for certain you’ll breathe your next. Horrible is watching good soldiers left to die in the blood and mud of Africa because they have no better way to earn a living. And if you can survive that, then you generally don’t give a bloody damn what people think. But that fellow has begun to ask questions about my father. And your brother. Twice he’s been seen skulking round the St. James Society, trying to worm his way inside.”

			“The St. James Society?” Anisha’s eyes flared with alarm. “That is your new name for the Fraternitas here in England, is it not?”

			“More of a camouflage.” Welham’s jaw was set tight, his eyes still hard. “A safe house of sorts, and a way to explain away the scientific research Dr. von Althausen is conducting. Your brother’s former diplomatic standing helps justify some of the odd traffic in and out.”

			Anisha hesitated, unsure how to ask her next question. “And so this reporter,” she said. “Have you met him? Touched him?”

			His smile was strained. “I am afraid, Lady Anisha, that I am rather ordinary,” he said. “I have nothing like your brother’s strange talents.”

			“So I understand,” she said. “And I am happy for you.”

			He shrugged. “Perhaps, were I to spend some time in the reporter’s company, I might glean something of his true nature,” he acknowledged. “Or perhaps not. Some days I’m not persuaded I have any special skill in that regard.”

			“And I’m not persuaded I believe that.”

			“Believe what you wish, ma’am, but many people are inscrutable to me.” His hard gaze was fixed watchfully out the window now. “Yourself, for example, I should wager. But I believe, too, that there are a rare few to whom evil is so natural and so connate, so much a part of what they are, there is nothing more to perceive. And that reporter—he’s watching the Fraternitas’s every move, our every breath.”

			“Good Lord.”

			“And now, it would appear, he means to watch you. Your children and young Lucan, too, perhaps. And there are a few things, by God, which even I will not tolerate—as he is perilously close to discovering. So it’s time I settled this business.” His voice fell, as if he spoke only to himself. “It is time—past time—for me to do what I swore I would.”

			Every trace of humor had vanished from the man’s countenance. And however much charm he might feign, Anisha was no longer fooled. Incorrigible was not the word for this man. Even had she known nothing of his dark past, she could see that Rance Welham carried himself with the barely leashed strength of a soldier.

			His gaze was quick—unnervingly so—and she was now convinced he could turn lethal in an instant. There was a veiled anger in him, Anisha sensed, that had burned through to his very core; a bitterness eating like a cancer behind that amiable façade and those laughing eyes. It unnerved her, yet she found it oddly humanizing.

			Anisha knew from her brother’s letters that in his youth, Welham had been convicted of murder and twice put in prison. The first time he had cleverly cheated the gallows. The second time, a witness’s deathbed recantation had saved him. In between, he’d fled England, landed in Paris, then shipped off to Africa in the French Foreign Legion—an organization made up of criminals, thugs, and mercenaries, and only a little less deadly than the gallows.

			They continued on in silence for a time, but the mood inside the carriage had oddly shifted. There was an unsettled emotion in the air that even she, in her limited abilities, could discern.

			Not knowing what to say, Anisha instead watched through the window as their little caravan wound its way through streets that alternated from dark and narrow to wide and elegant. Never in her life had she seen so many church spires, and as they progressed, the streets were increasingly choked with traffic and people. At every turn, one could observe wagons and carts being offloaded and doorsteps being swept as the banks and storefronts of London opened to embrace the day’s commerce.

			Inexplicably, however, Anisha’s new home could not hold her attention, and her gaze drifted back to her companion. Dressed more for a ride in the country than a drive, Welham was a large, long-legged man with few pretensions to sartorial splendor. He wore a snugly cut coat of black superfine—but not so snug as to have required the assistance of a valet. His high boots and breeches showed his muscular legs to quite good effect, though Anisha suspected trousers might have been the more fashionable choice.

			In fact, the only hint of elegance about Welham was a charcoal silk waistcoat with tortoise shell buttons, a blindingly white cravat, and the tall black hat lying beside him. And when he twitched back his coat to extract his pocket watch, Anisha could see the lean turn of his waist and almost sense the strength that lay beneath his sleeve.

			Rance Welham was, Anisha concluded, a man’s man—which regrettably made him all the more intriguing.

			After checking the time and tucking the watch away, he relaxed against the seat, one arm draped across the back of the banquette, his booted legs set wide such that he seemed to own every inch of space around him. He dipped his head to the window, one lock of dark hair falling over his forehead as his quick gaze swept the streets beyond his carriage window. The whole of Welham’s demeanor left Anisha with the vague sense that the man missed little and was intimidated by less than that.

			She searched her mind for what else her brother had said of him. Welham descended from a wealthy family in the north of England, but his mother had been a Border Scot. Raju and Welham had met perhaps four or five years earlier in Morocco—or was it Algiers?—but doing what, precisely, her brother had declined to say. Something not fit for a lady’s ears, Anisha gathered, for at some point in their checkered history together, Raju had come to realize that both he and Welham bore the mark of the Guardian.

			And thus had their inseparability begun.

			The mark was most commonly etched high on the left hip, to indicate that a man had been chosen by his family—by dint of temperament, tradition, and the alignment of the heavens—as a Guardian of the Old and Noble Order of the Fraternitas Aureae Crucis. Part religious order and part secret society, the Fraternitas was ostensibly devoted to the study of natural philosophy and its connection to the great Greek and Druidic mysteries.

			Guardians served as the protective arm of the society, like Christian soldiers sworn to the sword. The mark itself was simply a Latin cross positioned above a crossed quill and sword. Sometimes, if the family descended through the Scottish line, their mark would be enclosed in a thistle cartouche. The symbol in both forms was common, hidden in plain sight on pediments, crests, and gravestones all across Europe, much like the fleur-de-lis.

			The Fraternitas had roots, it was whispered, in the ancient Celtic world and the Christian Templar tradition, perhaps even a vague connection to Masonry. Vague seemed to be the operative word when it came to the organization. Nonetheless, Anisha’s father had belonged, as had generations of Forsythes before him.

			But none of this mattered, really, to Anisha. Her children had not been born in the Sign of Fire and War. They could be initiated into the F.A.C. in some intellectual, legal, or religious capacity should they wish—a Savant, an Advocati, or a Preost—but her sons would never be Guardians.

			Never would they be cursed with the Gift, thank God.

			No, her sons would never have need of a Guardian. It was a small blessing for which Anisha was deeply thankful.

			She must have sighed, for she realized that Sergeant Welham was staring at her across the depths of the carriage, his once-sparkling eyes now sharply focused, as if he had been ruminating over something and did not much care for the conclusion he had drawn.

			“That fellow on the corner,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “This whole business, really—it doubtless makes you wonder why your brother sent me, of all people, to fetch you. Indeed, I advised him to send someone else, but—”

			Almost without thinking, Anisha reached through the shadows to set a gloved finger to his lips, her expression lightly chiding. “But it is you whom he most trusts,” she said quietly. “And so it is you whom I most trust.”

			His answering smile was muted. “I believe, though, that Ruthveyn hopes you will take here in Town, Lady Anisha,” he said. “I rather doubt your being seen in my company will serve that cause—and I told him so.”

			“I beg your pardon? Take what?”

			He smiled again, but this time it did not reach his eyes. “Ruthveyn desires you to make the proper social connections,” he clarified, “and forge a new and happy life for yourself here in London. He is determined, I collect, that you will marry again, so my company is not ideally—”

			Anisha went perfectly rigid. “I beg your pardon?”

			Welham’s expression stiffened. “Sorry, I put that boorishly—I’m too plainspoken, you’ll find—but I daresay you’ll hear the same hope from his lips within the week.”

			Anisha drew a deep, steadying breath. “Shall I?” she said stiffly. “And tell me, sir—has my brother chosen this new husband as yet?”

			At that, Welham’s eyes widened. Then, as he apparently recognized her pique for what it was, his smile returned, the tiny lines about his brilliant blue eyes crinkling once again. “I believe, ma’am, that he does in fact have one or two candidates in mind,” he murmured. “And I can already see that you will be perfectly content to leave the matter in his capable hands.”

			“Oh, perfectly,” she said sweetly. “And I, in turn, shall be equally happy to assist him. Indeed, having scarcely laid eyes on the man in the last five years—and knowing absolutely nothing of his life here, nor of his wishes nor of his hopes or his dreams—I am utterly certain that his widowhood cannot suit him.”

			“Lady Anisha, forgive me.” His gaze sobered. “I ought not suggest—”

			“No, no, suggest away,” she cut in, her voice shrill. “I mean to do precisely that. Why, there must be at least two dozen simpering English roses willing to hang on every pearl of my brother’s wisdom, and tell him what a charming devil he is, all in exchange for a countess’s coronet and his fat fortune. And trust me, Sergeant Welham, I shall manage to ingratiate myself with each and every one of them should my brother dare fling me out into his so-called English society.”

			“Shall you, indeed?” he said.

			“Never doubt it,” she returned. “And then I shall bring them home in turn to dinner until hell freezes over. But whilst waiting for that happy occasion, I shall turn my attention to his bad habits. His womanizing. His drunkenness. His habitual use of opiates. No, Sergeant Welham, Ruthveyn’s secrets do not escape me. Indeed, I shall be perfectly relentless in my pursuit of his self-improvement. What do you think of that? Will it make his life happier, do you imagine?”

			But Sergeant Welham no longer looked quite so relaxed or sanguine upon his banquette. “Good Lord!” he murmured.

			“And what of yourself?” she asked, cocking her head to one side. “Perhaps you, too, could benefit by my help?”

			“Oh, I think not,” he demurred. “Though I thank you, ma’am, for offering.”

			“Quite sure, are you?”

			“Quite, yes,” he answered. “And now, ma’am, if you will look to your left, you can see the Tower of London.”

			“Thank you,” she said tartly. “But I have no interest whatever in tourist attractions.”

			“Hmm.”

			Then Welham simply set his hat back on his head and tipped it forward over his eyes.

			Anisha forced her gaze to the window and watched the grim gray walls go flying past. They rumbled on in silence for some time, through the seemingly endless quagmire of streets, until Welham actually began to snore quietly.

			She glanced across the carriage in exasperation. His chin had fallen to his chest, and his fingers were interlaced over his waistcoat. Really, how could he sleep? And how irritatingly large London was! Were they never to arrive at wherever it was they meant to go? Impatience bit like a horsefly at the back of her neck.

			Then she realized, suddenly, the obvious. That she had just shot the messenger and now burned to sink her claws into the arrogant ass that had sent him.

			“Sergeant Welham,” she said a little loudly.

			“Umph—?” His head jerked up, his elegant hat tumbling onto his lap. “We there?”

			“No, I merely wish to beg your pardon,” she said. “I spoke wrongly. I’m angry with my brother. And you have been all kindness. I am sorry.”

			“Hmm,” he said again, slapping the hat back on.

			“Now this lovely old church we are passing,” she said, “what is it called?”

			“Oh, overdone, my dear,” he said darkly. “You have no interest in tourist attractions, I seem to recall.”

			She blinked her eyes twice, slowly. “I see you do not mean to let me out of this graciously,” she said. “I deserve it, I daresay.”

			“St. Clement, then.” His voice was gruff. “It is called St. Clement Danes.”

			“And would it be your church?” she asked conversationally.

			“Lord, no.” He lifted both his dark, slashing eyebrows. “Besides, London has a thousand, and I haven’t darkened a church door in ... aye, well, I don’t know how long.” Suddenly, his shoulders fell, and he scrubbed a hand almost pensively around his jaw. “I will do, though, before long, I fear. And far too soon, at that.”

			Anisha realized at once what he was speaking of. Welham’s father, Raju had written, was dying.

			“I was sorry to hear about your father,” she murmured. “My brother’s last letter reached me in Lisbon. He said the Earl of Lazonby’s health had collapsed.”

			“Aye, broken down by his years of suffering,” said Welham grimly, “and his unrelenting efforts to get my conviction overturned.”

			“I am so very sorry,” she said again. “Raju says the title will go to you. I’m sure you take no pleasure in it.”

			“Aye, but I shall have a few more months, if God is kind,” he said, his eyes no longer smiling. “And no, I take no pleasure whatever from it. He is scarcely sixty, and now we’re both to be cheated of his last years—and someone, eventually, is going to pay for it.”

			Anisha had no answer to that. Moreover, she had no doubt he meant it. Welham looked like a man who made promises, not idle threats.

			Welham turned his gaze to the window, staring out almost blindly. With the wintery light casting a shadow beneath his cleanly chiseled cheekbone, his profile held such a stark, hard beauty she scarcely recognized the laughing man who had stepped into her cabin this morning. And that mouth—oh, that lush, lovely mouth! It was the only thing that softened him; saved him, perhaps.

			Ruthlessly, Anisha forced her gaze away, heat rushing over her. Good Lord, she was not some grass-green goose of a girl to be swayed by a man, no matter his rugged good looks—and she sensed enough of human nature to recognize torment and trouble when she saw it in the flesh.

			She turned to the opposite window and tried to think of what was to come. It was spitting an icy rain now, the promise of the pink sunrise having turned to leaden skies with a wind that thrashed the bare tree branches and whistled through the carriage door. Suddenly her vague longing for India turned into a bone-deep ache, and she was terrified she had made an irrevocable mistake.

			The dread had not lifted when, just a few minutes later, the vehicle slowed to a halt, drawing between a pair of massive, lamped gateposts and round the semicircular drive of a grand, porticoed mansion set a little back from the street. Reluctantly, she picked up her reticule, then drew her cloak a little tighter, as if doing so might ward off the inevitable.

			Carrying somber black umbrellas, a trio of liveried servants came in lockstep down the sweeping staircase, putting Anisha a little in mind of a firing squad. Her trepidation must have sketched across her face, for at once Rance Welham caught her hand and carried it to his lips.

			“Courage, my dear,” he said softly. “Your brother awaits. Your new life awaits. And you have all of two months before the London Season begins.”

			She felt her eyes widen. “The London Season?”

			“At which time you will set society on its ear with your beauty,” he went on, his smile firmly back in place.

			For an instant, she hesitated. “Sergeant Welham,” she finally said, drawing her hand from his, “let us be realistic, even if my brother cannot. London society will tolerate me, yes. But they will have about as much real interest in a mixed-blood army widow as I shall have in them.”

			“I would not have thought you such a coward, Lady Anisha,” he said, his smile muted.

			“I am not—” She exhaled sharply, crushing her reticule to her lap with both hands. “I am not a coward, Sergeant,” she finally said. “I am just ... different. That is all.”

			“Just different?” he softly echoed. “Oh, aye, my dear. Now that you surely are.”

			But Welham’s brilliant blue eyes were once again smiling, his true nature once again hidden.
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