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            Chapter One

         
         
            November 1816

            London

         

         He’d asked for the oldest whore in the house.

         
         Beckett Steele knew this wasn’t the most outlandish request ever made, not even in a single night of any bawdy house. However,
            he was not here for the usual reason men patronized London’s many brothels.
         

         
         “Y’aren’t here to take off an edge?” The whore settled back against the head of the bed, her wrinkled skirts hiked up to her
            knees. Her iron-gray hair was a tangled mess. She combed it with her fingers as if suddenly self-conscious. Such was a whore’s
            thinking. If he had walked into the room and plowed into her, she’d not have given her looks a thought. But those hadn’t been
            his actions. He’d told her he hadn’t sought her out for a poke.
         

         
         The room—indeed, the whole house—smelled of tallow candles, unwashed bodies, whisky, and sex. When he finished with this evening, he’d bathe as he had every night for the last three months, trying to rid himself of the sour, heavy scent. 

         
         The whore’s surprise that he wasn’t going to drop his breeches shifted to a tired, shrewd knowing. “Wot are ye then? A watcher?
            A crier? A talker?”
         

         
         Crier? That was a twist Beck hadn’t heard before. In truth, the woman wasn’t a bad-looking sort, considering her age, which was perhaps
            fifty? He hadn’t met many as old as her, and that meant she might know the answers to his questions.
         

         
         Instead of answering, he took out a stack of coins and set them on the bedside table next to the candle. The money was for
            her alone. Clients had to pay the whore mistress before they were even allowed to climb the stairs. She’d have to work weeks
            for what he’d just given her.
         

         
         She eyed the money. “I don’t do the odd nonsense. I don’t let cocks do anything that is annoying. And I’ll not let you hit
            me.” She pulled a knife from under the bedclothes where she kept it hidden and let him see it before secreting it back in
            place.
         

         
         “Quite wise,” Beck answered politely. Respect was not something women in this profession received often. A bit of it could
            go further than money. “I have a few questions, that is all. I won’t even come near you.”
         

         
         Her eyes lit up. A smile showing missing incisors spread across her face. “I ’eard about you. Askin’ after some whores from
            what—years ago?”
         

         
         “At least twenty-five.”

         
         “I weren’t around that long.”

         
         “I asked for the oldest lady in the house,” he said. “Perhaps you may have heard stories over your years in the trade?”

         
         “Aye, I’m the oldest.” The whore shrugged. “It’s yer time and ye’ve paid for it.” Her loose dressing gown dropped away to
            reveal one naked shoulder as she took the money and tucked it close to the knife. “Ask.”
         

         
         “There was a brothel in London where the walls and all the furnishings were dark green, like a forest. Does that sound familiar?
            The whore mistress liked being called Madam, and dark green was her favorite color. All her girls had to wear it, too. She
            said the color matched her eyes. The brothel was known as the Greenhouse. Have you heard of it?”
         

         
         “Houses change names. And they are all called Madam now,” the whore answered. “’Cept for those who call themselves Madame.” She said the word with an exaggerated French pronunciation. “Their accents are fake, too. Showy bitches.”
         

         
         “She had a bruiser working for her called Dervil. Have you heard of him?”

         
         She searched her brain a moment and then said, “Nah.”

         
         “What of the name the Marquess of Middlebury?”

         
         She adjusted her position on the bed. “A marquess, eh? Fan-ceee.” She drew out the word mockingly. “But I can tell ye, yer wasting your time. Even if we did know, why would we tell the likes of you?” She indicated with a long finger his polished boots, his black, well-cut coat. 

         
         He understood. The appearance of wealth carried great weight in such establishments when it came to passing through the door.
            However, it earned little trust, something only honesty could overcome. “Because I’m one of you. I lived in that brothel.
            I helped in the kitchen, emptied chamber pots, did whatever.”
         

         
         Her gaze narrowed as she studied him with this new information. “Whatever?” she echoed, a challenge.

         
         Beck didn’t take the bait. Some patrons liked young boys. Madam had protected him from their ilk. She’d said he was too young.
            He had known even back then he had been lucky. “I believe one of the women working there was my mother.”
         

         
         “So yer lookin’ for yer ma?” She made a clicking sound against her teeth and shook her head. “Don’t, not if she was one of
            us and didn’t keep track of ya. Ye look like yer doin’ well. Go on with life. That’s wot she would tell you. It’s wot I’d
            tell one of me own bairns if they ever came for me. They won’t, though. Too much time has passed.”
         

         
         Beck wasn’t here for advice, and there were two other brothels on the street he wanted to investigate before he turned in
            for the night. Although in truth, he was tired. This was grim work. He reached for the door handle, but she stopped him.
         

         
         “Wot’s ’er name? Yer mam?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “Then why are ye searchin’ for ’er?”

         
         Because of the dreams, he could say.
         

         
         They had started after he’d been wounded at the Battle of the Nive. A head wound that had carried him close to death . . .
            until the dreams of a beautiful woman with his own dark hair, a woman in danger, had forced him back to life.
         

         
         Even though all around her was blurry and unfocused in that way of dreams, her face was clear to him. He could see the woman
            laughing and hear her singing. He’d recognized her—his mother.
         

         
         The sound of her music filled him with joy and a sense of peace . . . until the dream changed. Her song turned to screams.
            Screams that haunted him.
         

         
         He couldn’t see the threat, but he always felt her fear. He would startle awake with his heart pounding in his chest and an
            overwhelming sense that he had betrayed her.
         

         
         The singing woman, his mother—a woman he’d never known—called out to him. He didn’t know her name or if she was alive or dead,
            but he had to learn her story. Nor did the dream leave after he’d healed. He’d wake, sweating and shaken in his camp cot.
            He knew he’d shouted out in his sleep. He could see it in the faces of those who served beside him. It wasn’t unusual for
            men at war to cry out from night terrors. It was unusual for him to show any sign of weakness.
         

         
         Once Napoleon had been vanquished, Beck had resigned his commission and turned himself over to a new quest. The name Dervil and the color of evergreen were his only two certain memories of where he’d spent the beginning years of his life until he was roughly six years of age. That was when the Marquess of Middlebury’s man, Olin Winstead, had appeared one day to take him away. 

         
         That was also the day that Madam had slipped and mentioned that Beck was Middlebury’s bastard. Otherwise Beck wouldn’t have
            known. For her error, Winstead had backhanded her and warned her to “shut her mouth.”
         

         
         The action had shocked Beck. No one had ever touched Madam or spoken to her so rudely in Beck’s presence. Her power was omnipotent.
            Beck remembered that Dervil had surged forward to protect her but Madam had warned him back. That had seemed even stranger
            to young Beck. He’d witnessed Madam turning Dervil loose on other men for much smaller offenses.
         

         
         Winstead had then grabbed Beck by the scruff of the neck and marched him out of the evergreen house. In the waiting coach,
            he’d told Beck that he was never to speak the marquess’s name or ask questions. “Else I’ll track you down and cut out your
            tongue.”
         

         
         Beck had believed the threat. He’d seen the man hit Madam. That meant he was more powerful than she was, and she had ruled
            Beck’s life.
         

         
         Winstead had also claimed that “Beck” was a humiliating name. Apparently Madam had shared that the ladies called him that name because he was at the beck and call of the house. “You should have a man’s name,” Winstead had said. He’d thought for a bit and then said, “Beckett. Beckett Steele. Yes, that is it,” he’d said, “because you’ll need to be as strong as steel to survive what life is going to throw at you.” 

         
         He’d been right. Life had not been easy.

         
         Winstead had delivered Beck to Faircote, a school for lads as miserable as he was but who had families. Even the bastards,
            of which there were several, had fathers who gave them their surnames. Beck had no one—until that moment in a field hospital
            when the singing woman began haunting him.
         

         
         Now he was desperate to find her.

         
         The whore’s gaze narrowed. “Ye aren’t goin’ to tell me yer reasons, are ye?”

         
         “Thank you for your time.” He turned back to the door. Opened it.

         
         “She’s probably dead,” the whore said.

         
         He knew that.

         
         “Most of us aren’t good mothers,” she added, another warning. “We can’t be.”

         
         He walked out the door.

         
         The brothel was busy. He could hear sounds of men having the “edge” taken off of them, as the whore had described it. There
            were cruder terms, but Beck liked hers.
         

         
         He had to wait by the entrance as a group of giggling young drunkards charged into the house, stumbling over each other as
            they hurried in. At last he could step outside and was thankful for the chill in the damp night air and breathing room.
         

         
         The hour was coming on midnight. Beck debated continuing to the other two brothels. He had to be up early in the morning. He’d fallen into an interesting line of work. There were people looking for their missing loved ones who could use the skills he had developed from his own search. 

         
         So far, he’d rescued a rector’s daughter who had been kidnapped by a jilted swain, found a beloved elderly parent who, in
            a befuddled state, had wandered off, and tracked down a young ingrate who had disappeared from his university and his family
            to live a rake’s life in Amsterdam. Tomorrow he was to call upon a wealthy merchant who wished him to discover the name of
            his much younger wife’s lover.
         

         
         The work wasn’t necessarily savory, but it was proving lucrative. So much so that Beck found that instead of payment, he sometimes
            asked for favors. There was power in having wealthy, well-connected people in his debt. Considering his father, the Marquess
            of Middlebury, was one of the most important men in Society’s hierarchy, he might need that power.
         

         
         One more, he promised himself. The brothel was close, just down the street. Then he could turn in for the night.

         
         Stifling a yawn, he set his wide-brimmed hat on his head, left the house’s lighted step, and started down the dark street.
            The darkness didn’t bother him. He’d become used to it. Besides, he could see the porch light of—what was it called? Mrs.
            Elderberry’s. The name made him smile. It sounded benign for a bawdy house—
         

         
         A beefy hand came out of a passageway between two buildings and yanked him into the shadows.

         
         Beck lost his balance in the surprise attack. Strong arms pulled him deeper into a passageway that smelled of rot and urine before throwing him against a brick wall. A heavy body that smelled of chipped wood, sweat, and sour ale slammed into him. The gravelly voice that Beck had never forgotten said, “What did I tell you about asking questions?” 

         
         Olin Winstead.

         
         Suddenly Beck’s mind reeled, and he was that small child riding in the close confines of a coach with the one man he feared
            above all others. The one who had threatened to cut out his tongue.
         

         
         Except Beck was no longer a child. “I’m not making a claim against the marquess,” Beck bit out. “I don’t care about him. I’m
            searching for my mother—”
         

         
         A fist punched him hard in his abdomen. His air left in a whoosh . . . but Beck had anticipated just such a move. He’d braced
            himself. The blow had hurt, but it hadn’t done the damage that had been intended.
         

         
         Or that could disable him from fighting back.

         
         Winstead was beefy and strong, but he didn’t have Beck’s youth. Or agility.

         
         Beck ducked as Winstead’s fist came at his head for a lethal blow. Instead of hitting his intended target, Winstead smashed
            his hand into the brick wall. He screamed in rage and pain, grabbing his hand as if crippled. Beck moved quickly. He lowered
            his shoulder and plowed into the older man as hard as he could.
         

         
         Winstead lost his balance. He fell back. Beck followed. The passageway’s ground was still slick from the day’s rain. Both of them fell into the mud. 

         
         There was a mad scramble to see who could regain his feet quickest. Winstead won and tried to bring his fists down hard on
            Beck’s back, but he missed his mark. His aim was off enough that Beck was able to grapple him around the middle. Then, using
            all his strength, he lifted Winstead up and flipped him over his shoulder.
         

         
         Winstead went down hard, and there was the sickening sound of bone snapping.

         
         Beck whirled, ready for Winstead to attack again. Instead, the man lay where he had landed.

         
         Long minutes passed. Beck did not let down his guard, and yet Winstead did not rise.

         
         At that moment, the clouds covering what little there was of the moon shifted. Its wan light caught and was reflected in Winstead’s
            glassy, unseeing eyes. His head was at an awkward angle. He was dead.
         

         
         The moonlight also bounced off the long, thin blade of a knife in Winstead’s hand. Only then did Beck realize he’d been struck.
            He put a hand up to his shoulder. His fingers came back wet, but the wound was not serious. He also had a tear in his coat.
            He was not happy. He liked this jacket.
         

         
         And then he realized he couldn’t let anyone find him with a dead man, especially a man in the employ of the Marquess of Middlebury.

         
         Beck whirled and, keeping his head down, walked out of the passageway. The street was still not busy. He found his hat where it had fallen off his head when Winstead had grabbed him. He picked it up and, with unhurried movements, set it on his head. 

         
         He didn’t bother visiting the other brothel. The Marquess of Middlebury had sent Winstead after Beck. He wanted to stop Beck.
            It didn’t make sense. The two of them had never met. More than that, until Beck had started his search, he had never once
            said his father’s name. He’d kept his part of the bargain.
         

         
         His father had not kept his.

         
         He’d also been actively spying on Beck. He’d known of his search—and he’d not wanted Beck to learn the identity of his mother.
            So much so, he’d sent Winstead on a murderous errand. Beck walked through London toward his quarters down by the docks. His
            mind was busy as he mulled over this turn of events and realized he’d been searching in the wrong direction. He might not
            know whom his mother was, but he did know his father. Middlebury was the link. Middlebury had all the knowledge. And Middlebury
            was willing to kill him.
         

         
         Once the marquess realized his man was dead, he would attack harder. Beck reasoned he had two choices: he could live continuously
            on guard, or he could take the battle to the notoriously reclusive Middlebury.
         

         
         It was said he rarely left his estate, Colemore. People thought it was because he was famously eccentric.

         
         Beck now wondered if there was another reason for his infamous isolation. Why did he want to prevent Beck from searching for his mother? And, if he wished his illegitimate son dead, why hadn’t he had Winstead kill him years ago instead of sending him to school? Or paying for his commission? The marquess could have even left Beck in the evergreen brothel instead of searching him out. The streets would have done what Winstead had just attempted and with no effort on the marquess’s part. 

         
         Nothing made sense.

         
         Except now, Beck was more determined than before to find answers.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            Late August 1817

            London

         

         “Morley plans to make an offer,” Dara Brogan exclaimed as she burst into the sitting room overlooking the back garden. She’d
            just returned from a luncheon with some of her new friends who were other wives of Members of Parliament. She hadn’t even
            bothered to remove her hat. She sank down on the settee beside her older sister, Gwendolyn Lanscarr. “That is all anyone could
            talk about. They say he is besotted with you.” Both Lanscarrs spoke with the slightest hint of Ireland to their voices, although
            their English and their manners were properly genteel—to a point.
         

         
         Gwendolyn looked up from the book she had been enjoying until her sister’s interruption and frowned.

         
         Last spring, the Lanscarr sisters, Gwendolyn, Dara, and the youngest, Elise, had gambled everything for a Season in London. The venture had been Dara’s idea. After their father had disappeared and was presumed dead, their cousin Richard had taken over Wiltham, the family estate in County Wicklow, Ireland. He’d not been keen to provide the girls with dowries. However, they were from a good, albeit impoverished, family. They also had looks, intelligence, and youth. Dara claimed they deserved dukes for husbands, and they could certainly snag them. She had been very convincing. After all, the Gunning sisters, who had also been poor Irish beauties, had succeeded fantastically in London during their Season decades ago. They had married some of the most important men of their day. 

         
         It was possible it could happen for Lanscarr sisters, or so Dara had argued.

         
         Besides, what choice did they have, other than Gwendolyn sacrificing herself to a marriage with a local squire so they could
            have a roof over their heads? Richard had made it clear he would happily hand them over to the first men willing to pay to
            take them off his hands.
         

         
         The most challenging aspect of their venture had been money. London Seasons were expensive. To understand what they needed,
            Dara had pored over the papers from London, searching for details and clues. The sisters did have some funds. They had carefully
            squirreled away a coin or two without Cousin Richard’s knowledge. Dara had suggested that they take this small hoard of coins
            and gamble with it.
         

         
         This idea was not far-fetched. Their father was a keen gambler. He’d not spent much time with his daughters, but when he was there, he taught them how to play cards. Of the three sisters, Gwendolyn had his talent. She could sense which cards would come up next. Therefore, she was the one, disguised as a widow with a heavy black veil, who had been sent into the Devil’s Hand, a Dublin gaming hall. The goal was to win the three hundred odd pounds needed for a Season. 

         
         Gwendolyn had been successful, in large part because of a gentleman named Beckett Steele. He had helped her win the money
            when the unscrupulous faro dealer had tried to trick her.
         

         
         Consequently, the sisters had come to London and conquered Society, just as Dara had hoped.

         
         Dara had married first. Michael Brogan might not be a duke, but he was an important Member of Parliament representing Ireland.
            The couple was very much in love.
         

         
         To everyone’s surprise and delight, Elise married the duke. The wedding had only been two weeks ago, and now Elise and her
            Winderton were visiting Ireland. He’d wanted to see where his love had once lived.
         

         
         That left Gwendolyn, who, as the unmarried sister, resided under Michael and Dara’s roof, as one must.

         
         “I’m not ready to marry, Dara,” Gwendolyn said.

         
         The corner of Dara’s mouth tightened. “But you are five years older than I am.”
         

         
         Gwendolyn shrugged. “True. So?” She silently dared her sister to say something about the dangers of Gwendolyn being declared
            a spinster.
         

         
         Dara was wiser than that. “Morley is very handsome and well-liked. You would be a viscountess.”

         
         Except the truth was, Viscount Morley had already asked Gwendolyn for her hand in marriage. He’d done it while the two of them were strolling in Hyde Park the week before. 

         
         He had not first spoken to Michael because he’d wisely surmised that Gwendolyn would not appreciate him doing so. He had been
            right. She would never understand why her male relatives were allowed by Society to make decisions for her. As Dara had pointed
            out, she was six and twenty. She could speak for herself.
         

         
         And Morley had been grateful he hadn’t approached Michael when Gwendolyn had—tactfully, she thought—refused his offer.

         
         Of course, she hadn’t shared this information with Dara because she didn’t want the argument. Or to be reminded she was six
            and twenty. Gwendolyn might be the oldest, but Dara was the force in the family.
         

         
         Gwendolyn and Elise had learned long ago to dodge topics that would churn up Dara’s meddlesome ways. Refusing an offer from
            a viscount was one of those topics.
         

         
         She rose, closing the book. “I’m to Hatchard’s.” Gwendolyn referred to the circulating library.

         
         “Again? You were there earlier this week.”

         
         “I’ve finished my book.”

         
         “Just this moment?”

         
         “Yes. I need another.” And to escape Dara and her matchmaking talk. Reading was an excellent escape.
         

         
         “Don’t forget to take Molly with you,” Dara said, as she always said. Molly was the maid. Being chaperoned everywhere was another trial for Gwendolyn. She missed the days when she could walk Wiltham’s green moors and hills without a maid’s shadow. 

         
         Before Dara could offer more advice that Gwendolyn didn’t need, she was out of the room and calling for Molly to come down
            with her bonnet and gloves. A few minutes later, Gwendolyn and the maid were out the door.
         

         
         Hatchard’s was not far, and Gwendolyn enjoyed a good stretch of the legs. She smiled, enjoying a little taste of freedom.
            The air carried the stirrings of summer’s end and autumn’s beginning.
         

         
         She also knew that Dara would bring up Morley again. Eventually, Gwendolyn would have to confess she had refused him. Her
            sister would just shift her focus and begin the search for someone else for Gwendolyn to marry.
         

         
         Gwendolyn would resist that suitor as well . . . because the truth was, she was already in love with someone—Beckett Steele.

         
         She’d fallen for him the night he had helped her win the money she and her sisters had needed. He’d almost kissed her then.
            Gwendolyn had wanted him to. Looking back, she wished she had grabbed him by the ears and planted her lips on his mouth.
         

         
         Instead, she’d been somewhat overwhelmed. It had been a wild night. However, before Mr. Steele’s lips could meet hers, her
            sisters had interfered. One of them—Dara or Elise, she never learned which—had clubbed him over the head with a hefty piece
            of wood. He had dropped like a bag of sand, and they had been proud of themselves. They believed they had rescued Gwendolyn.
         

         
         After the clubbing, there was nothing to do but run. Few men were happy being bashed over the head. Furthermore, Gwendolyn
            had also been concerned about what Mr. Steele had asked for in payment for his help—a favor. At the time, she’d believed it a rather inappropriate price. She had even attempted
            to return the money he had loaned her out of her winnings. He’d refused. He had insisted he preferred a favor.
         

         
         However, since their arrival in London, Gwendolyn had crossed paths with Mr. Steele several times, and the more she saw him,
            the more she realized exactly how attracted she was to him.
         

         
         He was more than handsome and worldly. He was a mystery. He wove in and out of Society at will, and his name was spoken in
            a hushed whisper by both upper and lower classes. She’d come to believe there wasn’t anything he couldn’t do.
         

         
         She no longer minded owing him that favor. Someday he would ask her for it and expect her to comply. Gwendolyn couldn’t wait.

         
         And if he ever tried to kiss her again, he’d not escape her a second time.

         
         But he’d better act soon. She couldn’t put Dara off forever. Especially if Elise returned to London and joined forces with her. They might sway Gwendolyn. An unmarried woman’s life was a boring one. Other than Hatchard’s and shopping, there was little Gwendolyn could do with just a maid for an escort. The truth was, Gwendolyn wasn’t eager to marry. Her heart longed for adventure and challenges like the characters in her favorite novels. She didn’t want the life of a gentlewoman where the biggest thrill was marriage, followed by children, old age, and death. Her sisters might find this path suitable; Gwendolyn did not. 

         
         Most of all, along with adventure, Gwendolyn wanted Mr. Steele. It was that simple. No other man would do. She admired the
            way he determined his own destiny. She envied his freedom to do as he pleased. Gwendolyn was perfectly at peace being alone,
            but if she was to share her life, then she wanted someone exciting.
         

         
         And if Dara knew what her oldest sister was thinking, she would lock Gwendolyn up in a trunk and ship her back to Ireland.

         
         Therefore, if ever there was a woman needing a good book to hold the problems of life at bay, it was Gwendolyn. She prayed
            Hatchard’s had that Maria Edgeworth novel that had been sent to a subscriber in the country several months ago. She had been
            impatiently waiting for its return. She couldn’t understand why they hadn’t just purchased another copy for their patrons.
            If the Edgeworth wasn’t there, she might seek out something on mythology. She adored the stories of the gods.
         

         
         She left Molly outside on a bench by the front door. Gwendolyn delighted in the feel of paper and the smell of glue and bindings
            and could spend hours asking the clerks to take books down for her to consider. She did not want Molly’s sighs of boredom
            to interfere with her pleasure.
         

         
         “Hello, Mr. Peters,” she sang out as she entered the shop. There were several clerks busy with customers and fussing with books behind the counters. However, Mr. Peters always rushed to see to her needs, and she liked the extra attention. 

         
         “Miss Lanscarr, what a pleasure.” Mr. Peters was around her age. He had prominent ears that turned bright pink whenever she
            addressed him. Sometimes, to his great embarrassment, his voice would crack. “I was just thinking of sending you a note.”
         

         
         “Really? Why?”

         
         “We have a book here with your name on it.” He pointed to a ledger where a record of requests was kept.

         
         “Has the Edgeworth finally come in?” She moved expectantly to the counter. “I seem to have been waiting for it forever.”

         
         “It is a popular novel and, unfortunately, it has not been returned yet. Never fear, I’m watching for it for you. However, here is the other one you requested.” He turned and
            took a slim volume off a shelf.
         

         
         “I’ve made no other requests,” Gwendolyn said, confused.

         
         “It has your name on it. Of course, if there is a mistake, I can put it back—”

         
         “No, no, let me see it,” Gwendolyn said, holding out her hand. “Perhaps I asked for something and forgot. That is possible.”

         
         He smiled as if he didn’t believe she could ever make a mistake, and as he did so, he noticed the title of the book. “Oh—” He paused. “I—I just noticed the name of this book. Someone else set it aside for you. I don’t believe this is proper reading for a gently reared woman.” 

         
         Proper reading? A chill of outrage went down her spine. No one supervised her reading, especially not the milk-and-water Mr.
            Peters. “Whatever do you mean?” she asked, too sweetly.
         

         
         He turned the book around for her to read the title. “It’s Dante’s Inferno.”
         

         
         “Is it in the original Italian?” she queried haughtily.

         
         Mr. Peters appeared confused. He shook his head. “It is the Boyd.”

         
         “I have not read that one.”

         
         “Have you read the Italian?”

         
         Gwendolyn could not read Italian. “Of course.” She waved her flat hand impatiently, showing she expected the book.

         
         His brow furrowed in concern as if she had fallen a notch in his estimation. She could live with that.

         
         He handed the book over and then, his own back stiff, he busied himself behind the counter.

         
         Gwendolyn didn’t give a care. There were other clerks who could check the book out for her. Instead, she moved toward the
            center of the room. She knew she hadn’t requested it.
         

         
         She opened the book. A calling card had been placed between its pages. It fluttered to the floor. She quickly picked it up.
            On one side was the engraved word Steele.
         

         
         On the other was a handwritten message addressed to no one.

         
         
            You will receive an invitation. Accept it. S

         

         Gwendolyn slammed the book shut, the card safely in its pages.

         
         Several of the other patrons gave a start as if the sound had startled them. She smiled, pretended all was normal, and yet
            her heart was racing.
         

         
         He was ready to claim the favor she owed him. She was certain of it.

         
         Gwendolyn checked out the book and left the circulating library, the bell on the door jangling merrily with her departure.

         
         Her maid, Molly, was slumped over as if having a little nap. Gwendolyn tapped her shoulder. Molly jumped and looked up wildly.
            “You are done, Miss Gwendolyn? That didn’t take long. You are usually in there much longer.”
         

         
         “Come along, Molly, hurry. We must be home as soon as possible.” She set off down the street.

         
         “Is there something the matter, Miss Gwendolyn?” the maid said in confusion and then skipped a step or two to catch up. “Is
            there a reason to hurry?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Gwendolyn assured her without bothering to turn around or slow her step. The very best sort of reason, she told herself. She was going to see Mr. Steele again.
         

         
         And soon.

         
         That thought alone was enough to put Mercury’s wings to her feet.

         
          

         Jem Wagner made a low whistle of appreciation. “She’s a lovely one,” he said, turning to look up at Beck, who leaned against the building behind him. 

         
         They stood at the corner of Sackville Street, where they could watch Hatchard’s front door. Beck grunted a response to Wagner’s
            comment. He wasn’t so much interested in Gwendolyn’s looks as her reaction to his message. She held the book, and there was
            a haste in her step. Good.
         

         
         He wondered what she thought of his choice of book. He’d been surprised to learn of Gwendolyn’s eclectic taste in reading.
            She enjoyed all of the usual fare gentlewomen favored, but also philosophy, religious treatises, histories, and, what seemed
            to be her favorite, travelers’ journals. It was as if she dreamed of faraway places.
         

         
         When Beck didn’t answer immediately, Wagner said with the easy familiarity of comrades who had fought together, “Ah, come
            now, Major. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed her looks. I won’t believe you if you do.”
         

         
         Beck didn’t reply. Instead, he turned and began walking down the street. His plan was now in motion.

         
         “You don’t feel something? Lovely lass like that one? Not even a tingle in the dingle?” Wagner fell into step behind him.
            He was shorter than Beck’s six feet and three inches and a bit bandy-legged. His eyes perpetually squinted whether it was
            the dark of night or the light of day. He also had a hooked nose that could smell a Frenchman or trouble. In short, he was
            a good man to have by one’s side.
         

         
         “Dingle?” Beck sneered at the word.

         
         “Dangle?” Wagner suggested helpfully. “Call it whatever you wish, but you can’t tell me you aren’t interested. You were watching her more intently than you ever watched Soult’s calvary approach.” 

         
         “I’m beginning to regret asking for your help,” Beck muttered, side-stepping a sweating clerk carrying a heavy wooden box,
            who wasn’t paying attention to where he was going.
         

         
         Wagner had left the military when Beck had, after Waterloo. He’d claimed he wished to enjoy the remaining years of his life
            with his wife, Lucy, and their four children on a yeoman’s share in Sussex. However, when Beck had reached out to him for
            help with his plan, Wagner had not hesitated to join him.
         

         
         That didn’t mean he wasn’t going to annoy Beck in that way good friends could.

         
         “I don’t know why you aren’t interested in her looks,” Wagner continued conversationally. “If I didn’t have Lucy, I’d be right
            on that.”
         

         
         Beck didn’t respond but concentrated on crossing the street’s heavy traffic.

         
         “Do you know what your problem is?” Wagner asked.

         
         “I suppose you will tell me,” Beck grumbled.

         
         “I will. It is that general’s daughter. What was her name?” Wagner pretended to search his memory. “It is the name of a flower.”

         
         Violet Danvers, Beck thought just as Wagner said happily, “I have it—Pansy. Wasn’t that it? General Danvers’s daughter? Pan-seee.” He chuckled over his own pronunciation. “That part I’ll never forget.”
         

         
         Beck did not correct him. It would just encourage him.

         
         “You are the bravest officer I ever served under, sir, but you are afraid of women.”

         
         Beck flipped around so fast, Wagner almost walked into him. Ignoring the pedestrians who had to flow around them, he said,
            “I am not afraid of women.”
         

         
         Wagner widened his squinty eyes and feigned surprise. “Then what is it, sir? I mean, they practically crawl into your bed,
            and still you run.”
         

         
         “I’m not going to listen to this.” Beck began walking again.

         
         Wagner was at his heels. “Just having my say.”

         
         “You’ve said enough.”

         
         “Not nearly.”

         
         Beck didn’t answer. Wagner always had to have the last word, and an exchange like this could go on for hours. However, there
            was one way to change the subject with Wagner. “Fancy a pint?”
         

         
         “Always.”

         
         They ducked into a corner tavern. The place was busy with the hum of male voices dominating the air. They wove their way through
            the crowd and found a table in the corner by a window. Leaving Wagner at the table, Beck went up to call for two ales. He
            carried back the tankards and set one down in front of the sergeant.
         

         
         “When do you start working?” he asked Wagner.

         
         “I travel to Colemore tomorrow. I was hired on as a stable hand.” Colemore was the Marquess of Middlebury’s country estate.

         
         Beck had decided that since Middlebury did not come to London, he would have to take himself to the reclusive lord . . . however, in consideration of Winstead’s murderous attack, he wasn’t about to announce his presence. No, he had spent months preparing a ruse that had come together because of both luck and determination. Gwendolyn Lanscarr was part of his good luck. In fact, without her, or a crusty old lady named Lady Ellen Orpington, he wouldn’t be able to execute it. 

         
         However, he was no fool. In case all went wrong, he wanted Wagner close at hand. For that reason, he’d asked his friend to
            find work at Colemore.
         

         
         “I hear the horses are some of the finest in England,” Wagner said.

         
         “When one has that much money, one has the best of everything.”

         
         “What is this gambit about?” Wagner asked.

         
         “Meeting the Marquess of Middlebury,” Beck said.

         
         “What of the woman at the bookshop?”

         
         “She is the means to an end. The marquess and marchioness host a house party where whist is a serious game. I was hired by
            Lady Orpington, one of their usual guests, to find a whist player of uncommon talent to be her partner. That player is Miss
            Lanscarr.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Jem said, and pulled on his nose. “She doesn’t look like a card sharp.”

         
         “She is. An excellent one. And if Lady Orpington approves of her, she will include me as a member of her party when she goes
            to Colemore.”
         

         
         Wagner raised his brows. “I don’t see how all of this will play out, Major, but I’m with you. As to the lady, I don’t think you are as blind to her as you’d have me believe. Otherwise I wouldn’t have teased you.” With that he toasted the air with his drink and drained the tankard dry. 

         
         Beck didn’t touch his drink. Bringing Gwendolyn into this plan had been a necessity, but Wagner was right—she did threaten
            Beck’s peace of mind. Gwendolyn Lanscarr was forbidden fruit. She made him yearn for what a man like him could not have, just
            as Violet had once done.
         

         
         Gwendolyn had been reared for the life of a gentlewoman. Titled and moneyed men lined up outside her door to woo her. Men
            more suitable to her than Beck. He knew because he’d been watching. He couldn’t help himself.
         

         
         So, Wagner was right. Beck was not blind. If he could have found another woman with Gwendolyn’s intelligence, grace, and skill,
            he would have stayed away from her. She was the line he’d dared not cross.
         

         
         And he would not let himself forget that fact . . .

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Gwendolyn strode through the door of the house almost before their butler, Herald, could open it. He was a tall, stately man
            with a head of white hair. He had accompanied them from Wiltham.
         

         
         “Thank you, Herald,” she said politely before launching into, “Has anyone sent an invitation to me?” The question came out
            in a rush of words.
         

         
         “I—ah, um, no, Miss Gwendolyn,” he managed to stammer out in surprise. She wasn’t usually this forward. Dara was the inquisitor
            of the family. “There have not been any cards received.”
         

         
         She huffed her frustration and then instructed, “Expect one.”

         
         “Expect what?” Dara asked, catching a bit of the conversation. She came from the direction of the back sitting room. She held
            a sock she was darning in one hand. “I’m surprised you are home so quickly. Usually you are hours at Hatchard’s. Has something
            happened? And look at you, Molly. Why are you so red in the face?”
         

         
         The maid had come in several steps behind Gwendolyn. She held her hand to her side as if she suffered a stitch. “Miss Gwendolyn ran me home, Mrs. Brogan.” 

         
         “I did not,” Gwendolyn shot back at the maid as she handed her bonnet to Herald. She still held the slim book in her hand
            and set it on a table beside the door to remove her gloves. “I just set a quick pace.”
         

         
         “Miss Gwendolyn, your legs are much longer than mine,” Molly didn’t hesitate to complain.

         
         “And mine,” Dara noted dryly.

         
         Gwendolyn frowned and pulled off her second glove before putting it into the bonnet Herald held. Then, taking both items from
            him, she handed them to Molly. “Please, carry these upstairs?”
         

         
         Molly puffed air out of her cheeks in annoyance before mumbling, “Yes, miss.” She marched toward the stairs, her back as stiff
            as a governess’s.
         

         
         “Excuse me,” Herald murmured and went down the hall to see to some other task. He filled several roles in the household.

         
         “What is this about an invitation?” Dara said.

         
         “You hear everything,” Gwendolyn accused her, but without heat. She picked up the book and walked into the front sitting room.
            It was more formal than the other rooms in the house. And, there was a window that overlooked the street. She sat on the settee, positioning herself so she could watch the traffic and be the first to notice the arrival of a messenger. She flipped open the book so she could pretend to read. She wasn’t about to share Mr. Steele’s message with her sister— 

         
         “What is this?” Dara asked. She bent to pick up something on the floor. Mr. Steele’s card. It must have fallen from the book.
         

         
         Gwendolyn set the book aside on the settee and came to her feet. “That is mine.” She started for her sister, but Dara was already frowning at the handwritten message. She turned over the card.
         

         
         Just as Gwendolyn reached her, Dara whispered, “Steele?” Her blue eyes met her older sister’s brown ones. “He was at Hatchard’s? He gave this to you?”
         

         
         “No.” That was actually true. Mr. Peters had given it to her.

         
         “Then how did you come by this?” Dara waved the card. “An invitation to what?”

         
         “I don’t know.” Gwendolyn decided not to dissemble. She held her hand out for the card. “I’m waiting to find out. Please,
            hand that to me.”
         

         
         But Dara did not obey.

         
         Instead, she walked right by Gwendolyn and into the sitting room. “This is not good, Gwendolyn. Not good at all.”

         
         “I see nothing wrong with it. He is just advising me to expect an invitation. “

         
         “For something he has obviously orchestrated. And any invitation he could send you would not be to your benefit.”
         

         
         “I disagree. He has been a good friend to us. Dara, he is the one who saw that we received invitations to our first ball when every door was shut to us. You would not be married to Michael or Elise to Winderton if not for him. I find that admirable.” 

         
         “He did those things because he wants something from us. No, not us, you.”
         

         
         “We owe him a favor. That is the payment for his help, and he has helped us greatly.”

         
         “But at what cost?” Dara shook her head. “He is not accepted in Society. Not truly.”

         
         “Unless they find him useful,” Gwendolyn felt honor bound to point out. “But sooner or later, we need to pay him back. It
            is the right thing to do. He is asking me to accept an invitation.” She shrugged. “I see no problem. Let us discover what
            the invite is, and then we can argue.”
         

         
         “The problem is that you find him attractive.”

         
         “He’s an attractive man.” Gwendolyn shrugged as if to pretend Mr. Steele’s looks meant nothing to her, when in truth, she
            adored his dark wildness.
         

         
         “You can do better,” Dara said. “The whole reason we made this trip to London was to find husbands of our social class. You could have married a squire or a pig famer back in Ireland.”
         

         
         An edge came to Gwendolyn’s tone. “Mr. Steele is not a pig farmer. Far from it.”

         
         “He’s handsome,” Dara murmured with a shake of her head. “But he is no viscount.”

         
         “I turned down Viscount Morley,” Gwendolyn was pleased to say.

         
         Dara’s reaction was as Gwendolyn had anticipated. She collapsed onto the settee in shock. “Refused him? I thought you liked
            him.”
         

         
         “He is a nice man, but I don’t wish to marry him.”

         
         “You could be a viscountess.”

         
         “That is an interesting point, Dara. You don’t have a title. However, I didn’t quibble over your choice, because you were marrying a man who I believed you loved.”
         

         
         “I do love him.” Dara’s features softened. “He is the most admirable man I’ve ever met. However, all that being said, he is a Member of Parliament. He has a good reputation.”
         

         
         “Mr. Steele has a good reputation.”

         
         “For doing shadowy things.”

         
         “And he excels at them.”
         

         
         Dara looked wildly around the room as if she could not believe what she was hearing, and Gwendolyn took pity on her. She sat
            on the settee next to her sister, moving the book she had tossed aside earlier. “Dara, I like Mr. Steele.”
         

         
         “You more than like Mr. Steele,” her sister muttered.

         
         “True. And I appreciate that you would prefer for me to be viscountess.”

         
         “I’m not trying to be pompous. I just want to save you from a horse thief.”

         
         “Mr. Steele is not a horse thief.”

         
         “We don’t know what all he does,” Dara reminded her.

         
         True. It was also true that if he was a horse thief, Gwendolyn would still be madly attracted to him.

         
         She also believed she had enough sense of his character to vouch for him. “He is not a horse thief or a highwayman or a pickpocket
            or a smuggler—” She stopped. He could be a smuggler. He could always be found at a tavern down by the docks that was rumored to be the haven of smugglers. So she ended her disavowals right there. 

         
         Instead, she took Dara’s hand and said as kindly as she could, “I’m not like you and Elise. Your mother was a noblewoman.
            Your family has been Irish nobility for generations. I’m your half-sister. I don’t have those bloodlines.”
         

         
         “Our father was knighted,” Dara declared. “That gives you some weight in this world.”

         
         “Not much,” Gwendolyn countered. “And Father may have been knighted; however, knowing what we do of him, we, his own daughters,
            don’t understand why or how. Nor was he ‘Sir John’ when he married my mother, who was just the daughter of a British civil servant. My mother and my
            grandfather were wonderful people, Dara, but I have no pretense to nobility—”
         

         
         “You are my sister.”
         

         
         “I am your half-sister.”
         

         
         Dara made an impatient sound. “Half? Whole? Who cares? Those are just words, and they don’t matter, Gwendolyn. You are the
            most caring person I know. After Mother died, you watched over and guided Elise and me—and we were so afraid, Gwennie.” She
            used the pet name that her sisters had called her when “Gwendolyn” was too much of a mouthful for them. “You let us cling
            to you because you understood what it was like to lose a mother. Then, after Gram’s death and Richard taking over our home,
            you would have sacrificed your own happiness for us. Again, to keep us safe. Well, now, Elise and I are in a position to help
            you. We want you happy.”
         

         
         “Mr. Steele makes me happy.”

         
         Dara rocked back at the simple statement. She searched Gwendolyn’s face as if testing its veracity. Finally, “I fear he will break your heart. Or worse, you find yourself married to a scoundrel like our father.” 

         
         There it was—the truth. Dara had finally admitted it.

         
         “We once adored our father,” Gwendolyn reminded her.

         
         “Yes, before we knew who he truly was.”

         
         Captain Sir John Lanscarr had been proud to be a gambler. When he could have stayed at Wiltham with his motherless daughters,
            he’d left, always to search for the next game.
         

         
         The Lanscarr sisters had spent most of their young lives waiting in anxious anticipation for the moment he paid a visit. What
            would then follow were days when they’d done all in their power to please him so he wouldn’t leave again.
         

         
         He’d always left.

         
         Dara shook her head. “We were misled,” she said.

         
         Another truth.

         
         “Mr. Steele is not Papa,” Gwendolyn said.

         
         “Or so you hope.”

         
         A third truth.

         
         “I will be careful,” Gwendolyn promised.

         
         In response, Dara threw her arms around her and gave her a fierce hug as if offering a cloak of protection. “Elise and I will
            always be here for you.”
         

         
         “I do know that.”

         
         “And Tweedie, too.” She referred to her great-aunt who had traveled with them to London and had served as the Lanscarr sisters’
            chaperone.
         

         
         “Of course.”

         
         They bowed their heads together as they’d done as children. Sisterly love circled them. Yes, Gwendolyn wished Dara was less
            managing. Just as, she was certain, Dara wished Gwendolyn was more malleable.
         

         
         A knock on the house’s front door interrupted them.

         
         Gwendolyn sat up, all senses alert. She rose and moved a few
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