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Prologue

‘You’ve lost, Lucy. Put the gun down and you might get out of this alive.’

He was lying. Even she could read that as plain as day.

But what other choice was there?

Even if she jumped, the road would likely kill her at this pace, let alone the rocks below.

There was no answer. There was no time.

She lowered the rifle to her side.
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Chapter 1

While it may forever be debated whether there is an objectively correct way in which things should be done, Miss Lucy Elliot held firmly to the belief that there was. That she was born to a good family, both in heritage and fortune, no doubt fostered this sentiment. Lucy strove to be a paragon of proper and precise behaviour – in every way she could achieve.

Had this attitude manifested itself merely in social graces, she might have spared her parents a good deal of apprehension, but it reached into all areas of her life, even those where no rules previously existed. Her slippers had to be one-third of the way down from the head of the left side of her bed (an optimal position for rising), eggs poached for an exact duration (for optimum texture), and cards held fanned in an angle no greater than 120 degrees (to best facilitate open play). She eschewed lace handkerchiefs (impractical) yet insisted on always carrying a linen one (versatile). Her parents might have cheerfully dismissed these requirements as childhood whimsy had not Lucy continued to back them with earnestness and well-supported facts.

Her meticulous nature extended to the mechanical world. For instance, it was not enough to know how to play the pianoforte – Lucy frustrated her music tutor by being vastly more interested in the internal workings of the instrument than in the artistic subtleties of playing.

While Andrew and Alice Elliot found their youngest daughter’s behaviours concerning, she placated them with her otherwise good-hearted and thoughtful nature. She was polite and pleasant on all occasions, but for those where her internal ordering conflicted with the arbitrary rules of society.

This was exemplified in a tale that her mother delighted in retelling, despite her father blushing beetroot if it resurfaced at social occasions. At the age of ten, Lucy Elliot was presented with a gift from her wealthy aunt. It was an ornately crafted replica of a coach carriage, complete with crossbar and spring suspension. While her aunt was concerned that the lack of horses might be upsetting to a ten-year-old, Lucy was thrilled by the gift and thanked her aunt with excessive enthusiasm. She was left to play while the adults conversed. When they next looked in on Lucy, it was to discover – to the utmost dismay of her aunt – that the floor of the conservatory was now laid out with row upon row of neatly dismantled coach pieces.

‘I just wanted to see how it worked,’ a tearful Lucy tried to explain as she was sent to her room by her father.

Whether it was fierce determination to complete her task, or youthful indignation, Lucy waited until the adults were walking the grounds to defy her confinement and descend to the conservatory once more. Upon their return, the adults discovered Lucy sitting proudly with the coach perfectly reassembled.

‘You’ve put it back exactly like it was,’ her aunt had exclaimed with surprise and more than a hint of pride.

‘Not exactly,’ Lucy corrected her. ‘Now the suspension works properly.’

This was by no means an uncommon occurrence at Atherton Manor in Lucy’s youth. Her parents had hoped her quirks might soften with age, but now, at twenty, Lucy was as upright and proper a daughter as any manor estate might hope to produce. So firm was her sense of propriety, in fact, that her parents despaired of ever finding a suitor to meet her exacting and esoteric nature. She was highly intelligent yet displayed a focus that excluded all else; kind-hearted yet earnest to the point of discourtesy; and expert in the theory of social rules, yet ill at ease in their practice. The contradiction that was Miss Lucy Elliot led to much speculation as to what manner of fortune she would find.

Thus, few who knew her could imagine that she might be found, sometime after midnight on a full moon, covertly re-entering Atherton Manor well after those within were fast asleep. Nonetheless, there she would be, squeezing through a ground-level window into a dimly lit kitchen in a most improper manner.

What, they might wonder, had so altered the scrupulousness of Miss Elliot?

The answer was simplicity itself to those who knew it, yet quite alien to those who did not.

Lucy Elliot had found the Night Races.




[image: ]
Chapter 2

That there had always been racing in some shape or form was not in doubt. The ancient Romans were known for chariot races in the Circus Maximus and even now the Rome spring carnival ended with horse races through the streets. Though only a little older than Lucy herself, the annual races of The Oaks, St Leger and the Epsom Derby were well on their way to becoming institutions.

Night Racing was different. Its origins were fiercely debated, but no definitive conclusion had been reached. Among higher society (at least those who acknowledged its existence), it was considered distasteful and its invention placed squarely on the shoulders of someone else. The English blamed it on the Welsh, the Welsh on the Irish, the Irish on the Scottish, and the Scottish on the English. Some labelled the whole thing a creation of that uncultured, fledgling nation, the United States of America.

There was equal variation of opinion among those who were enthusiasts of the races, though from the opposite position, each insisting it was their nation that originated it and not another.

Irrespective of its lineage, there was a purity of essence to the affair. Two coaches at a time would race each other around a strip of road. The first across the line was victorious. All manner of other rules and variations might be agreed upon by those racing, but the key points were set in stone.

Like the hours in which they took place, the Night Races were a thing of shadows. Meetings were arranged and spread by word of mouth. A code of honour and secrecy covered all those involved. It was not written law or codified doctrine, more a collective understanding. To those involved, the ways of Night Racing were every bit as sacred as the laws of the Empire.

That a young lady as proper as Lucy Elliot should not only find herself in such a world, but indeed find a home there, was a proposition that might confound a sound thinker. Lucy herself had pondered over this seemingly unexpected element of her nature.

Her introduction into the racing world came by accident. One evening, some months after her eighteenth birthday, she suffered from a restless night, as she was wont to do in the event of a full moon. It was an unusually hot summer in England, and Essex, swept by winds from the Continent, was no exception. She threw off her bedsheets and minutes later was strolling in the gardens of Atherton. It was there, illuminated only by moonlight, she saw a group of four or five exiting the north wing and heading across the field. There was a muted but excited chatter among the group, three men and two women together in what struck Lucy as a scandalously casual fashion. In the still night she could make out the familiar and distinctive Irish lilt of Molly, a maid attached to the kitchen. She found herself torn. It would be proper to wake the appropriate staff and give chase to these absconding servants. And yet, if there was a good reason for their going and no ill intent meant, it would be most improper to ruin several reputations and careers over a misunderstanding. She therefore contrived to follow them herself to ascertain the precise nature of their activities, and to take appropriate action once she had obtained a fuller perspective.

After half a mile of pursuit, all the way certain she would be spotted in the open fields, Lucy trailed the mysterious party to a walking path through Broaks Woods. First her ears, and then her eyes, picked up signs that the group was heading towards a much larger gathering. Whatever her imagination conjured (for even the most rational of minds cannot resist invention when walking on a moonlit night), Lucy was wholly unprepared for the sight that met her as she came upon a roadway clearing.

Dozens of people, both men and women, stood in groups, chatting and laughing, illuminated by torches and lanterns. It took a moment for her to realise that the five coaches, each of a unique style and construction, were not merely the vessels used to transport the masses there, but were in fact the purpose for the gathering itself. Each coach was on display, wheels and horses being discussed in technical terms, paint and fluting admired, owners and riders boasting of their speeds. Lucy had seen many a coach and carriage, but these were something different. The quality and decoration of a coach for transport might represent wealth and standing, yet here the coach itself was the subject of praise, an artwork to be appreciated – and used. She could tell by the health and stature of the horses, and the sturdy-looking reins and axles, that these coaches were not built solely for decoration.

They were built for speed. For handling. For racing.

As she stood, still taking in the spectacle, she saw several faces she knew. Mr and Mrs Easton, a wealthy merchant couple from across the river. Mr Jacobs, a store owner from Halstead. And more than a few servants who seemed familiar from visits to other houses. Molly was chatting excitedly with a group of other young women, one of whom appeared to Lucy to be impossibly similar to Anne Mayhew, daughter of Lord Mayhew. It was quite inconceivable they should be conversing in so casual a manner. But before she could contemplate this further, a voice came from her left.

‘Are you here for the races, love?’ came a strong Scottish brogue.

She turned to see a man, roughly dressed in breeches and a filthy shirt, but topped with a cheerful smile and shocking red hair.

For a moment the question hung in the wind and Lucy was suddenly aware of the importance of her reply. Somehow a restless moonlit night had led to a turning point in her heretofore ordered and neatly prescribed existence. And yet, even as she considered the ramifications and the propriety, she knew there could be only one answer.

‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘Yes I am.’
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Chapter 3

Some two years after this peculiar debut, Lucy was once again walking through the moonlight towards the woods. Now, however, she was a far cry from the curious and naive young woman who had gone exploring against her better nature. In the time since, she had become a steadfast regular, an aficionado, as the suave Spaniard Dante Torres had once quipped. While the comment had made her blush at the time, she could scarce deny its accuracy. She seldom missed the Night Races, and even then only because of uncontrollable events, such as a family visit to relatives in the north or the untimely contracting of an autumn fever. The seasons also played their role, and in recent years the winters had been unfavourably frosty, causing the races to be suspended for intolerable months.

Lucy had never paid much attention to the lunar phases, abstracted as they were from the practical calendar, but now she was acutely aware of the moon’s wane and wax in the sky. The Night Races were always held at the full moon, the English lanes ghostly, but visible to the racers and spectators alike.

The frosts of winter had departed but there was still a chill in the air that night. Lucy pulled her coat tight around her as she walked along the path. Molly’s wool cape, with several patches visible even in moonlight, seemed barely sufficient to repel the night, but the Irish girl was of hardy stock.

‘I heard Dante and his crew are back,’ she offered casually.

‘I do wonder where they spend their winter,’ Lucy mused.

‘Spain, I suppose.’

‘Torres is an exile, Molly. And Spain is under the rule of Napoleon.’

‘Oh,’ the girl replied then was silent for a time as they walked.

Lucy still pondered her curious connection with Molly. It was only occasionally they would encounter each other in the house and pass with a formal nod. The Night Races were a different world, and those worlds were not to entwine. The whole district – for all Lucy knew, the whole country – was populated by a strange group of friends, acquaintances and rivals who were aliens to each other for all but one night a month. There was a kind of magic to that, augmented by the moonlight, though a sensible woman like Lucy dismissed the notion of magic as anything but artistic licence. Yet her friendship with a woman close to her age and so vastly below her station certainly felt like an impossibility in the natural order.

It was only on certain issues that Lucy was reminded of their disparate stations. Molly’s work kept her busy and she scarcely had time for reading newspapers and learning about the world. Though in fairness, Lucy’s father was discomfited by Lucy’s fascination with studying the periodicals.

‘I don’t know why you read those things, Lucy,’ he’d protested. ‘The nature of trade policies with France is hardly the type of conversation that will acquire you a husband.’

‘I have no intention of conversing in such a manner,’ she had replied. ‘But it can hardly be a disadvantage to know what fashions and styles might be influenced by a decline in textiles and fabrics. Or how the mobilisation of troops might affect the regiments’ attendance at balls. Or indeed how these new carriage designs might improve our travel time on visits.’

Andrew Elliot had sighed and shaken his head as he always did when he had resigned himself to defeat, or when he ended a disagreement with his daughter, though in practice these two situations amounted to one and the same.

‘It will be good to see Dante and his crew race again.’ Lucy broke the silence between her and Molly, hoping her earlier correction had not offended.

‘It will.’ Molly nodded keenly, able to brush off curt comments as easy as the cold. ‘I wonder if Ulcha will be on messenger again.’

In the Night Races, each coach seated two competitors: one the driver, responsible for controlling the horses, and the other the messenger, watching the lanes and the other coach, calling the turns and anything the driver might have missed. Dante Torres was a driver. Ulcha was his messenger.

Lucy could understand why her friend found the messenger fascinating. Even in the world of Night Racing, seeing a woman racing seemed improper to Lucy, but then Torres’s entire entourage was as motley a crew as seemed possible.

Just as that thought crossed her mind, Lucy Elliot walked into the race clearing, and the very group she had been imagining stood assembled before her in the lantern light.
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Chapter 4

There were four coaches assembled in the clearing, suggesting two races for the evening. Two of them Lucy did not recognise – probably out-of-district coaches come to test themselves. Such wayfaring was not uncommon, especially among those from districts where the authorities were less forgiving of such nocturnal activities. The solid, smartly trimmed coach apart from the others was that of Lord Rathbone. In the Night Races all were equal, but the nobleman never could shake the air of superiority that clung about his well-dressed form. His coach was expensive, the best that money could buy, with a team working busily on the wheels and tending the horses. Rathbone enjoyed the speed of the chase as well as any racer but many also believed that, for all he loved a challenge, he loved himself just a little more.

The fourth coach belonged to Dante Torres. What it lacked in grace and elegance, it exceeded in efficiency and power. Every curve and joint, every bolt and connection served a purpose. It was a coach stripped back to the very essence of what a coach should be. Yet it could not be called rough or haphazard. A great deal of time and care had gone into crafting the machine and keeping it in top condition. Lucy could see not a single chip or flake in the panelling, nor a tear in the canvas. It was not by chance that Torres had seldom been defeated in the time he had raced.

As Molly walked ahead, eager to observe the newcomers, Lucy took time to examine Torres’s coach for changes. Though no stranger to mechanical design upon her introduction to the Night Races, the intervening years had been filled not merely with a desire to observe the races but to understand them. Nuts and bolts, wheels and axles, timber and iron. Lucy could tell someone a great deal about any coach just by observing it from a distance. She could tell them even more if she was permitted close inspection. Given the opportunity, she would tell them about it well past their level of interest in the subject.

‘Dual-balanced suspension springs,’ came the thickly Continental voice from behind her.

Lucy stood from her crouch and turned to face Dante Torres. He was a man of conflicting impressions, bearing both the physique and dress of a workman, and the self-confidence and integrity of a noble. His hair was short and dark, his moustache and beard trimmed to a fine point. Though the British weather had tried its hardest, he still retained a faint shade of the tanned skin that came from his homeland across the Channel. When he spoke, his voice suggested neither kindness nor contempt, merely a cool practicality. Though his exile was known, no investigation had offered any further intelligence about his past; however, it was murmured among the other racers that Torres was a man whom the heat of passion and the winters of the world had forged into hard steel.

Lucy rose to what she knew was a challenge. ‘Dual springs will lose you speed on hard turns.’

‘Not if you can counter with acceleration,’ he replied, inscrutable.

‘You’d risk losing control.’

‘Control is one of the many things that I do not lose.’

‘Is this what you were working on over winter?’

‘Among other things,’ he replied, nodding politely and moving away.

How and where Torres and his team spent their winter months was a mystery to racers and observers alike. While other faces were familiar in the daytime world, Torres and his people were like fairies, appearing once a month under the full moon, then disappearing back to their secret groves. Lucy suspected it was no incidental thing that the group was seen this way. It was an image they cultivated, an edge of mystery that made them that bit more infamous among fellow racers.

She watched as Torres crossed to a log where Ulcha was sitting quietly. It was said the young woman was Irish, likely another reason why Molly was drawn to her. Perhaps it was through her that Molly imagined herself in a coach seat, speeding down a moonlit lane. While Lucy had certainly entertained thoughts of such a ride herself, she found Torres’s messenger more unsettling than intriguing. She kept her black hair unfashionably short and, more troubling, never spoke a single word among the crowds. Only when racing was she seen to speak to her driver and even then only rarely, choosing most often to simply watch the lanes, her uncanny night vision spotting even the smallest of hazards.

No words were spoken between them, but Ulcha and Torres exchanged a glance as he sat beside her.

‘Did you see the detailing?’ asked a deep, familiar voice.

Lucy turned and looked up to the smiling face of the man known to most as Hercules. Of all Torres’s team he was the most given to conversation and the most pleasant in demeanour. He was also the least like anyone Lucy had encountered outside the world of the races, or in many ways, within it.

‘He is La’a Maomao,’ the tall man said. ‘God of the winds.’

Lucy let the strange syllables and sounds assemble themselves in her mind.

‘La-ah-mo-mo?’ she offered back.

He shrugged and smiled. ‘Close enough.’

If Torres was an exile from his homeland, his teammate was a world away from his. His long journey led back to London, then years on a whaling ship, then back to his homeland in the heart of the Pacific. Unlike Torres, the weather had not paled his skin, a shade that even a sun-soaked Spaniard could not hope to match. Despite the equalising nature of the Night Races, many still viewed him as a savage and steered clear of him, not least because of his size. But Lucy knew that it was those large hands that were responsible for the finely carved and shaped wood on Torres’s coach. It was the one piece of artistic flair in the otherwise practical machine, an oddity that Lucy could not ignore.

‘How was winter, Hekeelee?’ she asked, careful with her pronunciation.

‘Cold. Far too cold. No wonder you people have such big houses. And you’re getting better at that. Hekili.’

‘Hekili,’ Lucy repeated diligently. ‘Doesn’t it bother you that people don’t use your real name?’

‘Not really,’ he said. ‘I reckon it’s better to be called Hercules than to have to listen to you lot tripping all over my name every day, don’t you?’

Lucy began to earnestly consider this conundrum, but was distracted as yet another smiling face moved into view.
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