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Chapter 1




London, 1812

The old restlessness was upon him again like a serpent uncoiled from sleep and ready to strike. It did not matter that he was a gentleman with influential friends and important connections. It was of no consequence that he had a shiny new title that he’d finally managed to secure after years of peddling himself like a whore with the rent overdue. Here he was once more, prowling the streets of London in search of the justice he so desperately longed to mete out.

He recognized that he was up to his old tricks again partly in response to the frustrations of his daily profession. Being one of the most powerful barristers in England should have been satisfying enough to quench his thirst for justice. But lately the wheels of justice seemed to turn torturously slow. Endless politics interfered; the administrative bureaucracy prolonged even the simplest of cases. And when he’d tried to speed things along, he’d run into even more hurdles…


Here on the streets, things were simpler. Right and wrong could be easily judged and justice meted out with striking efficiency. If thieves robbed a gentleman too deep in his cups, he could chase them down and “convince them” to return the booty. If a gang attacked a woman, he could intervene and stop the assault, making sure that the men saw the error of their ways. If knaves plotted to kill the Prince of Wales, he could track them to their lair, gather the evidence, and gain confessions, all without undue complications.

After that particular intervention, he couldn’t tell whether the prince had been happier that the plot had been upset or that it had been thwarted without public notice. The Prince of Wales had very quickly and quietly granted him the title of viscount, making the night-prowling barrister into the first Viscount Steele.

In the swirling darkness of the fog-shrouded night, Steele barely withheld a snort. The irony was not lost on him. After years of striving to become the titled noble his dear Deidre had deserved him to be, he’d achieved his ambition through the vigilante work that he’d given up for her.

The image of Deidre’s ethereal beauty rose up in his mind like a specter to haunt him. With her lovely dark curls, brown eyes, and milky white skin, she’d been the epitome of a refined English miss. Too bloody refined for a rough-edged country bumpkin like me. But, oh, how he’d loved her from the moment he’d laid eyes on her. He had thanked the gods a thousand times since for that rainy night when her carriage had been attacked by a highwayman. He had always relished being a Sentinel, one of the band of brothers that kept the country safe from outlaws, but until that night it had never felt like his destiny calling.

Yet the very occupation that had led him to Deidre was what he’d given up to claim her hand. And he’d surrender it all a thousand times again if he could have her back beside him.

The familiar grief constricted his chest like a vise. It had been eight years and nine months since her death, and to his utter shame, her features grew hazier with each passing year. The terrible sense of loss was still there, though.

Sighing, he welcomed the ache, knowing that he deserved it since he’d caused the end of her tragically short life. If he’d been the kind of man she’d deserved, they wouldn’t have had to hide their love and meet secretly. If only he’d been the man he was today.

“The Viscount Steele.” His voice was a rasping whisper even to his own ears. He looked about the empty street of Charing Cross, glad that no one was around to hear him exercise his new title.

This was not his first new identity. He wondered if it would be his last. As a testament of his love for Deidre, he’d changed his name, expunged his past, and cut himself off from his only family, the Sentinels, who had welcomed him as a brother. She hadn’t asked him to do it, but she’d been delighted. She’d wanted—hell, had deserved—a better man than he’d been born to be. So he’d become another. For her. He’d become Mr. Dagwood, barrister. If only she’d been alive to see him rise to become Solicitor-General of England.


Now he was the Viscount Steele. He wondered what she’d say.

A viscount doesn’t walk the streets of the worst neighborhood in town, dear. He could hear Deidre’s honey-sweet voice.

As he adjusted the black scarf higher over his mouth to mask his features, he whispered to the darkness, “I’m no bloody viscount and you know it.”

Then who are you? the shadows taunted.

He had no answer for them.



The moonlight barely bathed London’s rooftops in an eerie gray glow as Miss Abigail West entered the alleyway to meet the woman who was supposed to have information about her wayward brother.

The fog was thick and the air damp enough to permeate her veil. She was thankful for the anonymity the widow’s costume gave her, knowing that if anyone in society knew that she traveled the streets of London at night, she’d never secure a position, and she was in desperate need of a job. Moreover, no one could know that she was related to a fugitive from the law.

Despite those initial reasons for donning her widow’s attire, she couldn’t deny that pretending to be someone else gave her added courage. In Abigail’s mind, widows seemed freer from the constraints of society and tended to have a confidence that she longed to possess.

Abigail’s footsteps were muffled by the soft kid lining the bottom of her boots as she approached the woman the street urchin had assured her could be of help. She was a barmaid, the urchin had said, and knew many of the goings-on in this part of London.

The woman waited, as promised, outside the rear door to the tavern where she worked. She was about Abigail’s age of three-and-twenty, with brown matted hair and pale pockmarked skin. She wore a blue shawl that she clutched before her.

“Willy sent ya?” the woman demanded, her voice harried.

Abigail nodded. “Yes. I have the money—”

“Not ’ere.” Looking over her shoulder, the barmaid motioned for Abigail to follow her.

As they moved away from the rear of the tavern, male muted voices could be heard through the wooden door. Abigail followed the woman down the alley and around the corner into an even darker passageway. A sense of foreboding overcame Abigail, but she told herself that she had little choice; she had to find her brother. Still, she fingered the pistol in her pocket and clutched her walking stick tighter in her other hand.

The barmaid turned. “Show me the blunt.”

Removing her hand from her pocket, Abigail held out the coin.

The barmaid reached for the money, but Abigail withdrew it. “First the information.”

“The fella yer looking for has brown hair and gray-blue eyes?”

“Yes. His eyes are a unique color in that they’re very light. He would be twenty years of age.”

The barmaid nodded. “Light eyes. I remember ’im because of the scar.”

“Scar?” Abigail’s heart skipped a beat.


The barmaid motioned to her face. “Across ’is cheek. Now I want my money!”

The scrape of a boot heel drew Abigail’s head up.

A shadowy figure separated from the wall, its movements purposefully heading toward her. “An’ I want mine!” the man sneered.

Turning, Abigail pulled out her pistol and pointed it at the man.

Suddenly the barmaid slammed into Abigail’s arm, knocking the weapon to the ground. “Get ’er, Fred!”

The man lunged, his meaty hands gripping Abigail’s arms. Abigail desperately wrestled to break free. But the man was too big and too strong. He shoved her to the ground, pressing his foul-smelling body on top of hers.

“Get the money!” the barmaid shrieked.

“After I’ve ’ad my fill! I ain’t never ’ad a highbrow before!”

Abigail kicked and struggled, reaching…reaching…Her walking stick was stuck partly beneath her thigh. The odors of gin and unwashed male overwhelmed.

“Yer gonna love it!” His foul breath made her stomach twist.

Her fingers clawed for her walking stick…grasping…reaching…Hard metal kissed her fingers, and she grabbed the hilt, pulled out the knife, and rammed it into the man’s gut.

The brute howled in pain, rolling off her.

Panting, Abigail jumped to her feet, the knife clutched tightly in her grasp. The barmaid stepped forward, blocking the only escape.


“She cut me!” The brute stared down at his bloodied shirt.

“Stay back!” Abigail cried, holding up her weapon.

Rising to his feet, he growled, “I’ll kill ya fer this!” He lunged.

Abigail spun away, her knife cutting air as the man swatted it aside, and it clattered to the ground. Abigail kicked him in the knee. He grunted and stumbled, reaching for her lost blade. She dodged around him, heading toward the mouth of the alley. But the barmaid tripped Abigail, and she tumbled forward on hands and knees. “Snotty bitch!”

Suddenly an unknown man in a whirling dark cloak raced into the alleyway. He knocked the barmaid off Abigail, and the woman crumpled to the ground.

The brute raced forward, wielding the knife. He lunged, but the nimble rescuer slipped out of reach before the man could make contact. The brute attacked, but the rescuer spun and danced, avoiding every blow as if it were anticipated and landing punches with each turn.

Slowly Abigail rose, hypnotized by the struggle. The rescuer was tall, and his features were purposefully concealed. He wore a dark head covering, like a hood, and a black scarf over the bottom half of his face. Only his eyes shone clearly, dark, yet blazing with intention.

The rescuer landed a glancing blow to the brute’s shoulder, and the knife clattered to the ground. The brute snarled, swinging his meaty arms and hounding after his assailant.


“Fred!” The barmaid’s shout shook Abigail from her trance. Picking up a brick, the barmaid raced toward the rescuer. Abigail tackled her, slamming them both into the far wall and knocking them to the ground. With a groan, the barmaid lurched up and then fled.

The brute endured a hammering round of blows and then staggered back up against the wall. He was breathing heavily, his body hunched.

“You’d best follow your friend,” the rescuer commented, his accent crisp and upper class.

Abigail’s head whipped around. A gentleman! And he fought like the devil!

Suddenly the brute let out a nasty hiss, tumbled past the rescuer, and stumbled down the alleyway. Soon he was swallowed by the night, gone, save for the clamor of his retreating boot stomps.

The rescuer’s panting breath was the only sound in the darkness. He moved with leopardlike grace as he approached Abigail and extended his hand. “Are you all right?”

She hesitated for only a moment, then slipped her hand into his larger one. His grip was strong but gentle as he helped lift her to stand on wobbly knees. “Thank you, sir.”

“No need to thank me, but you’re welcome just the same.” He had an air of distant respectfulness about him that made her feel safe in his company. He released her hand. “Is that knife yours?”

“Yes.”

Turning, he moved deeper into the alley, seemingly to retrieve it.


She spied her pistol on the ground, quickly picked it up, and slipped it into her pocket within easy reach. “Are you a police officer of some kind?”

“No, I’m not a police officer.”

“Then why did you help me?”

Returning, he offered Abigail her knife and her walking stick. “Cannot one Englishman help another?”

“That’s all there is to it?”

“That’s all.”

After a long moment, she accepted his offerings. He seemed too good to be true, but his actions spoke louder than his words, and she seemed to be in no danger from him. She slipped the knife into the sheath with a snap.

The gentleman nodded. “Ah, the blade doubles as a walking stick. I’ve seen that before. Smart of you to come prepared. That was an unsavory pair you encountered.”

“Quite. And I only have myself to blame,” she added ruefully.

“Are you in some kind of trouble?” She was surprised by the lack of censure in his tone. Most men she knew would be quick to ridicule a woman for her seemingly reckless folly. Few would treat her as he did, as if she must have her own good reasons for her actions.

“Trouble?” Where should I begin? Fugitive brother in trouble again, lack of funds, in need of a job… “No, I’m not in any trouble.”

“I’m merely asking since you don’t meet many posh widows alone in Charing Cross at this hour.”


She stepped away. “I really must be going…”

He moved to follow, yet kept a respectful distance. “May I escort you somewhere?”

No matter how handy she was with her knife, the attack had shaken her. And she felt safe with him. But could she trust a man in a mask who fought like the devil? He was a stranger, and a dangerous one at that. “If you could escort me to Wentworth Square…” The words spilled from her mouth before she could stop them. “I’ll find my way from there.”

“Very well then.” As he adjusted the folds of his cloak, Abigail spied a tipstaff with a shiny silver head.

She straightened. “You’re a Sentinel. I heard about you…in the country, men who protect people from outlaws.”

“No, I’m not a Sentinel. There are none in London.”

“But…the silver staff…the mask…?”

“It’s a good weapon, that’s all. And the mask is merely a convenience.” He motioned to her veil. “Something I suspect you can understand.” His tone made it clear he did not wish to discuss it further.

She nodded, feeling a sense of affinity with this man and not wanting to insult him. “I do. Like you, I don’t wish to have my identity known. Nor do I wish to discuss my business.”

Tilting his head, he motioned for her to join him, and they fell in step side-by-side leaving the alleyway. “We make quite a pair; neither of us wants to talk about anything.”

He was more than a head taller than she, even with her heeled boots, and yet his powerful stride was as graceful as any lion’s. He was so fascinating, and she was driven by a hungering curiosity. “On the contrary, I would be happy to discuss many topics…And I submit to you that we are freer than most to engage in conversation. Since you don’t know who I am and I don’t know you, we are free to discuss anything since there are no judgments, no repercussions…”

His voice was tinged with amusement. “No judgments, no repercussions…are you certain I’m not in heaven?”

Abigail smiled beneath her veil. “I certainly hope not.” She was surprised by the rapport she felt with this man and longed to know more about him. “What if I start?”

“Be my guest.”

“What do you think of…” She tried to think of something totally random and unrelated to the night’s events. “Men’s clubs?”

“Honestly…I think they’re a bother. Forcing a gentleman to align himself with one group of men and pay for the privilege.”

“I think that they’re merely an excuse for men to feel puffed up and full of themselves. Something they do quite well enough on their own.”

“Ouch! You don’t think highly of my fellow man, I see.”

“I’ve met very few who are as creditable as they pretend to be. Besides, I dislike exclusivity.”

“What do you admire in a man, then?”

Thinking of her dear mentor, Headmaster Dunn, Abigail replied, “Kindness, consideration for others, a sharp mind put to good use, integrity, honorability, a sense of humor—”

“If we’re being truly honest, what about a title?”

“I don’t believe that one person is of greater merit simply because of birth.”

“Blasphemy!” His tone was mocking.

She grinned beneath her veil. “I would never say such a thing in any other company. Or under other circumstances. So what do you think of the peerage?”

He paused so long, she wondered if he would not answer. Then his shoulders shifted within his black cloak. “I believe that each person should be judged on his actions. How he lives. How he behaves toward others. His work…”

“Work? Most noblemen would rather be boiled in oil than engage in trade.”

“Not all. And it’s not just about trade.”

She wondered if she’d offended him. “I make no judgments, sir.”

“But clearly you do.” His tone was mocking. “It seems you are full of them.”

Abigail exhaled, enjoying this conversation more than any she’d had in years. “You’re right. I am full of judgments. I suppose I’m being so free with them because unlike most of the time, I feel…unconstrained.”

“Unconstrained…” He said the word as if tasting it, causing a thrill to race up her middle. “And here we are at Wentworth Square. Pity.”

“Oh…that was quick.” Too quick. She extended her hand. “Well, thank you very much for all of your help. I’m perfectly capable of finding my way from here.”


“Are you certain you wish for me to leave you?” The heavy timbre of his voice caused a quiver in her middle. “I’d be happy to escort you wherever you want.” He grasped her hand. Heat warmed her palm where he touched, and his thumb grazed the top of her fingers in an intimate caress.

Abigail shivered. Her heartbeat quickened and her breath grew heavy. She was suddenly achingly aware of the tall, powerful man standing before her. His vitality stirred her blood in a way that hadn’t happened for five long, lonely years.

“I really do wish to go on alone.” But she didn’t. “Thank you again. Farewell…” But she didn’t remove her hand from his intimate grasp. They stood facing each other in the moonlight, the only sound the wind brushing through the nearby trees in the square.

“No thanks are necessary, it has been my pleasure.” Bowing, he lifted her hand to his mask and laid a soft kiss through the silk. He straightened. “I’ve never done that with a mask on before, and I must say, it’s highly unsatisfying.”

Not for me. But she seemed to have lost her ability to speak.

“May I try again?” he asked.

Dumbly she nodded.

He lifted the edge of his mask and pulled her hand beneath it. His lips were like moist flower petals caressing her skin. Her eyes fluttered and closed. Her body flamed, her flesh ached. His tongue traced the inner harbor where her thumb joined her hand, and she thought she might faint. The rush of desire pulsing through her was so overpowering…so intense that she was actually frightened by it.


She pulled her hand away. “I…I…really must be going…”

He nodded. “It is getting late…”

Part of her grieved that she couldn’t savor the forbidden fruit he dangled before her, but she knew that she couldn’t afford any entanglements. Straightening, she took a step backward. “Good-bye.”

“Until we meet again…” With a cursory bow, he turned and melted into the fog.

Abigail peered through her veil into the darkness, wondering if she’d imagined the whole episode, for nothing in her wildest fantasies could have conjured up such a magnificent and mysterious man.







    

Chapter 2




Rising from the seat where she’d been waiting for almost an hour, Abigail tried not to let her vexation show. “Of course I don’t mind waiting.” Even longer.

“Excellent.” The smartly clad butler nodded, knowing full well that Abigail wouldn’t dare leave, or else the agency that had sent her would be hearing about it.

The appointment set for three o’clock had extended into a forty-five-minute waiting match, and she wondered how much longer she would play. Abigail knew from experience that nobility liked to try the patience of their lessers simply because they could. But whom was she kidding? She wasn’t going anywhere; she couldn’t afford to leave for a variety of reasons, most especially that her rent was three days overdue. So play she would.

The butler motioned for her to follow him. “His Lordship has asked that I bring you to the study. He should be with you shortly.”

Abigail clenched her hands together before her and pasted on a smile. “That would be lovely.”


As she followed the butler down the narrow corridor, her footsteps jarred loudly on the polished wooden floors. Classically rendered oil paintings lined the olive-papered walls, but otherwise there wasn’t the adornment typical in a nobleman’s home. The house had an empty feel to it, and there was little sign of the two children she hoped to instruct.

The elderly man at the agency, Mr. Linder-Myer, had not explained much about the children except to say that they were two boys, ages five and eight. He had been more interested in discussing the viscount’s newly acquired title for unspoken services on behalf of the Crown. The man had wondered aloud what Steele, born a commoner, had done to gain such a coveted designation. Abigail had held her tongue, knowing that if she won the position, she’d learn soon enough. Below-stairs servants loved to gossip, especially about their master.

Mr. Linder-Myer had been odd, to say the least, and unlike most agency representatives, didn’t seem to be particularly skilled in interviewing, thank the heavens. He hadn’t asked Abigail why she did not have a reference from her first position as a governess to the Byrnwyck family or why she didn’t have a reference from her most recent post with Lady Kidder.

After the Byrnwyck disaster, Headmaster Dunn had helped Abigail acquire a position with the Landey family, and Mrs. Landey had told her that she was the best governess they’d ever had.

Abigail sighed. She missed Edgar and George Landey terribly, but knew that they were happy at Eton and well on their way to being responsible, good-hearted gentlemen. She felt no small amount of pride that her years with them had been well spent.

Mr. and Mrs. Landey had given Abigail a glowing reference and Lady Kidder had quickly hired her. Abigail had been with the Kidder family for only a few weeks when her brother’s distressing letter had arrived begging Abigail to come to London post haste. Lady Kidder hadn’t believed that Abigail had a family emergency and had refused to give her any leave. So Abigail had been forced to quit.

Abigail had to hope that the glowing character reference from Headmaster Dunn and the exemplary reference from Mr. and Mrs. Landey would be enough to secure the position with Lord Steele. She knew that given the chance, she could prove her worth. But first she had to make it through the door. If she was really lucky Lord Steele would rely on Mr. Linder-Myer’s supposed expertise. But she wasn’t about to count her chickens before they’d hatched—it only led to disappointment.

The butler motioned for Abigail to enter the viscount’s inner sanctum, and her footsteps fell suddenly silent on the thick Oriental carpet. The servant bowed and left her in the chamber.

The room was designed to impress, with parchment certificates in gilded frames lining the walls and awards with commemorative engravings set on a mantel. Abigail stared at the book-lined shelves, wondering if Lord Steele actually read the many treatises or if he simply used them as trimmings.

Regardless, the comforting scents of books and leather were welcome as she stood in place, waiting.


Time seemed to crawl to a stop. Still, she waited. A clock chimed another quarter hour.

Sighing with acceptance, Abigail stepped over to the wall and glanced at the uneven spines of the books. It was an impressive collection. Headmaster Dunn would have approved. Her heart squeezed as she recalled her dear mentor from Andersen Hall Orphanage.

Since returning to London she’d visited Headmaster Dunn’s grave, just to feel that sense of connection to someone she loved, and to talk about her troubles to someone who wouldn’t judge her or lay blame at her very deserving feet.

What would Headmaster Dunn think about her working for the Viscount Steele? Abigail smiled. Headmaster Dunn would like that Lord Steele took very good care of his books. Not a speck of dust lined the shelves, and the volumes were neatly categorized by subject matter. Abigail wondered if the rest of the house was so meticulously kept. Lord Steele was unmarried, so all household matters ultimately resided with him.

Her gaze was drawn to the oil portrait on the wall behind the large mahogany desk. She assumed that it was her potential new employer who stared down at her. His astonishingly dark eyes were filled with an intelligent gleam that made her question if the painter had exercised artistic license. In addition to the formality of the court attire he wore, the artist had managed to convey a sense of arrogance in Lord Steele’s patrician nose, angled jaw, and the hint of gray at the temples of his raven hair.

Stepping closer to the painting, she raised a brow. “From commoner to viscount. With a large painting like that above your head, perhaps you’re as impressed with yourself as Mr. Linder-Myer.”

Near the desk, the faint scent of cigar lingered. Abigail scrunched her nose in distaste. The smell never failed to remind her of Lord Byrnwyck and his sycophant of a nephew. Swallowing, she realized once more how desperately she needed this position and how her lack of references might impede her.

She turned away, her nervousness sparked anew.

In the corner of the room, a glass case sat atop a wooden table. Stepping over to it, Abigail read some of the enclosed parchments. One very ornate one caught her eye, and she read aloud, “We are pleased to inform you that you have been chosen as the Solicitor-General of England, Law Officer of the Crown, la, la, la.”

“I hope that there’s more to my legal career than ‘la, la, la.’” A rich baritone filled the chamber.

Abigail jumped, her cheeks warming from being caught unawares and being less than respectful.

Quickly she lowered her eyes and curtsied, resisting the urge to explain herself because she knew from experience that it would not be welcome. “My lord.”

“Steele will do.”

“Yes, your…ah…Lord Steele.”

Rising from her curtsy, she kept her head lowered and surreptitiously examined her potential new employer.

The painter had not done the viscount justice. Oh, the intelligent gleam was clear in his coal black eyes, but the artist had failed to convey the sheer power the man emanated. There was an intensity to Steele, a strength of purpose that could not be captured in oils. Yes, his chiseled features were handsome and his body lean and strapping, but it was the powerful way he strode across the room with a forceful energy that riveted her attention.

Abigail’s heart began to race and her palms grew damp. She lowered her head even more, feeling as transparent as a chemise drying on a line in the sun. This was not the kind of man to miss her lack of references, or fail to ask why she’d left her last post. This was the kind of man who had earned the designation that so many were born into.

Steele frowned, and she felt that distaste like a tug deep in her middle.

“It smells of cigar. I told Kent to air this room.” Steele strode to the window and unlocked the transom. As he lifted the pane, his muscles bulged, stretching and raising his finely cut Weston coat.

Abigail’s eyes widened, mesmerized by the unexpected view of molded thighs encased in cream-colored breeches stretched tight.

She swallowed, hard. Her heart began to race, and an unfamiliar heat smoldered in her middle. The heat simmered deliciously, reminding Abigail of what she’d experienced the other night with the masked stranger.

It had been years since she’d felt anything a shade warmer than frost, and now, within two weeks, two different men had kindled her senses! Granted, anyone with eyes could see that Lord Steele was the kind of man to inspire a little heat. But still, it was highly disconcerting.


Halfway up, the window stuck. As Lord Steele fiddled with the window, Abigail tried to avert her eyes from his glorious physique, but for her life, she could not. She soaked in the sight of his molded thighs and the glimpse of his muscular bottom like a needy orphan staring into a sweets-store window at Christmas.

Steele worked the window free and turned. Abigail hastily swung around, raised her fist to her mouth, and coughed to cover her discomfiture.

“Are you all right? Your face is as red as a beet.” He was behind her, gently patting her back.

His touch was so disconcerting that she danced away, smiling weakly. “Yes, ah, just a little tickle. I’m fine, my lord.”

Those eyes were a tad too sharp for her comfort, and she prayed that he had no idea how he’d affected her. If he got wind of it, along with her blemished past, she’d be out the door for good.

“Very well, then.” With a flick of his gaze, Lord Steele’s eyes seemed to capture her from hair to shoes. If she didn’t know better, she’d swear that he’d appraised her seen-better-days best gown and worn shoes and found her wanting.

Involuntarily she slid her shoe deeper under her skirts and straightened her spine. Clearing her throat, she tried to appear businesslike.

His brow lifted. “Ready to face the inquisition, are you?”

She swallowed, then nodded.

“I was jesting. I’m not nearly as terrible as you’ve heard.”

Somehow she wasn’t reassured.


His lips quirked. “Don’t believe me, do you?”

Was her face like an open book? She lowered her head.

The hint of amusement in his mien slowly melted. “You’re not much for levity are you, Miss West?”

“I take my post very seriously, my lord.”

Steele started; he’d said those very same words to his superior, the Attorney-General of England, this morning. Had he sounded just as starched and somber as this young miss?

Steele studied her a long moment. He was overcome by the sudden urge to unclasp her hands and gently loosen her shoulders so that she didn’t appear so…knotted up. He wondered what her face would look like without the crease between her golden arched brows, or if her luscious lips sloped into a smile. Would the warmth of her smile penetrate those wide, grayish-blue eyes? They reminded him of the color of slate, and the coldness of rock as well. Those eyes gave nothing away. “You’re not afraid of me, are you, Miss West?”

“Am I…supposed to be, my lord?” she asked quite seriously.

Steele frowned. He, of all people, knew about the walls people built up to protect their hearts, and this girl had ramparts around hers a mile high.

By the square of her shoulders and the tilt of her chin, Miss West seemed strong, resilient, and yet there was a vulnerability about her eyes that elicited compassion and empathy, even. It was as if she’d seen many lows and was valiantly prepared to face more. Just like me.


Steele started, surprised by the sneaky thought. He gave himself a mental shake. He was becoming fanciful in his old age. And he could not afford to do so. He was three-and-thirty, a viscount in his own right, and he was responsible for the safety of two small, defenseless human beings.

Dare he entrust his nephews into this woman’s care? She seemed slight, and a bit timid. She didn’t look hardy enough to manage the boys while keeping them safe and secure.

And her background was littered with holes. Why had she left her last post with the Kidder family so abruptly? Why didn’t she have references from Lord and Lady Byrnwyck, her very first position?

Sir Lee Devane, or as Miss West would know him, Mr. Linder-Myer, had insisted that Miss West was the perfect woman for this unique position. Sir Lee, as a former master of spies for the Foreign Office, considered himself an expert regarding character and believed that Miss West had the strength and stamina for the threats they were facing.

In Sir Lee’s words, “She’s not the kind of woman to run from the kitchen when things get hot.”

But that was not consistent with Miss West leaving her last post so abruptly. Or with the missing references.

They needed a steady hand for the children, a reliable person who could give the children some sense of stability after their recent losses.

In a matter of seconds, Steele worked through the familiar push and pull of intellectual debate inside his head and quickly came to a decision. Ultimately, no matter how much he regarded Sir Lee, he couldn’t simply trust something so important to another’s word.

So Miss Abigail West, no matter how perfectly suited Sir Lee considered her to be, would have to go.

Steele cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to inform you—”

“Stop! Stop this instant! I command you!” a male voice boomed from near the threshold.

Concealing his irritation, Steele glanced toward the door.

A plump, baldheaded gentleman dressed in a fine burgundy coat with shiny brass buttons stood in the doorway. His features were twisted into a look that could sour the milk in a cow’s udder.

“You cannot hire that Jezebel!” Benbrook’s watery brown eyes glared daggers at Miss West. “I know all about her and I will not have her in my house!”

The young lady stepped backward, closer to Steele as if for protection.

For the thousandth time, Steele questioned if he was mad to have taken up this Herculean task. “It’s my house, not yours, Benbrook. But that aside, I have this matter well in hand.”

The Viscount Benbrook shook his fat finger at Steele as if he were some school lad up to mischief. “Clearly you’re unfit!”

Steele gritted his teeth, the dig poking into the old wound that never seemed to heal. “I handle legal matters for the Crown, Benbrook. I can certainly manage a simple interview.”


“Not if you’re even considering this…common…lowly…”

“Now see here, Benbrook—” Steele felt for the lady, having faced his father-in-law’s hostile snobbery on many occasions himself.

“You will do as I say! She’s the worst sort of grasping…” Benbrook’s face twisted in disgust. “…brassy…” His lips curled. “…presumptuous…”

With each word, Miss West seemed to shrink into herself.

Steele scowled. “Enough, Benbrook!”

“…strumpet!”

Steele stepped in front of Miss West, shielding her from the ranting prig. “Get out!” He pointed toward the door. “I’ll not have you insulting my guest in my house!”

Benbrook’s brown eyes narrowed, and his lip curled into a sneer. “It’s no wonder you defend her! Neither of you knows your place!”

Something shifted inside Steele, and he felt the familiar coldness envelop him like steely armor. No one, and especially not a priggish sod like Benbrook, could tell Steele what to do and with whom to do it.

With a smile, Steele turned to the cowering young lady. “Congratulations, Miss West. The position is yours.”







    

Chapter 3




Steele grinned while his father-in-law sputtered, “But you cannot!”

Straightening her spine, Miss West quickly recovered. “Ah…thank you, Lord Steele. When would you like me to begin?” Questions may have been swirling in her slate blue eyes, but she kept her head about her.

Good. Mayhap Sir Lee was right about her. Still, she’d been pretty mousy when it came to Benbrook’s attack. Did she have the necessary backbone to get the job done? Regardless, Steele couldn’t look backward now; the deed was done and he would make hay with it.

Steele looked to Benbrook. “I assume you brought the boys with you and that they are here.”

Benbrook shrieked, his face molten with fury, “Of course I did! But I’ll not stand for this…this…unsuitable wench…”

Steele stepped toward his father-in-law, getting so close as to see the man’s enlarged irises. The odor of port wafted around the fat lord like a foul mist. “Don’t say one more word, you self-righteous prig. Or I’ll kick you, your grandsons, and your bloody troubles right out my door!”

At the mention of his troubles, Benbrook’s eyes widened and he closed his pudgy lips and sulked. “This is not the end of it,” he retorted churlishly.

Miss West pointedly ignored Benbrook. “I will start right away, Lord Steele.”

Nodding, Steele placed his hand on the small of Miss West’s back as he gently steered her around Benbrook and toward the door. His hand fit perfectly there, he was surprised to note, and she responded quickly to his touch. Clearly she was quite willing to leave him to the petulant Lord Benbrook. Smart girl. “Excellent. Speak to my butler, Carlton, about the details.”

In the threshold, she paused and looked up at him. Her golden brow furrowed and then cleared, as if she was finding the words difficult. “Your trust has not been misplaced, my lord. I promise, I will not disappoint you.”

“Be careful what you promise. My good opinion is hard to come by.”

“Then I will earn it, my lord.”

The sincerity reflected in her eyes and in her voice gave him a moment’s pause. Steele trusted very few people, and one of those had recently disappointed him. Heath Bartlett, the barrister that Steele relied on most in his staff, had gone behind his back and freed a suspected murderess without so much as a by-your-leave. All had turned out well in the end, since the lady in question was innocent. But still, that sense of betrayal lingered like a chill he couldn’t shake.


Holding her skirts, Miss West curtsied, and Steele caught a whiff of her clean, sweet scent, reminding him of ling, the low-growing heather with tiny pink bellflowers. “If you will excuse me, my lord.”

Exhaling, he nodded.

A fleeting sense of loss overcame him as he closed the door behind her. Her freshness and sincerity were a marked contrast to the fractious, inebriated lord standing behind him.

Girding himself, Steele turned and motioned toward the chair before his desk. “Let us sit and discuss this calmly, shall we?” Although the decision was not up for reconsideration, as Benbrook would soon learn.

Benbrook dropped into the chair with a huff. “She’s a grasping harpy.”

“You’ve been drinking.”

“I must, to maintain my sanity!”

Steele found it hard to argue; the man had been through a lot, and had much more yet to face. A few drinks were a small consolation under the circumstances.

Benbrook leaned forward and placed his pudgy arm on Steele’s desk, straining the seams of his burgundy coat. “Look. I know of what I speak. I have it on good authority that that woman tried to seduce Lord Byrnwyck’s son. You know, the grown one from his first marriage to Lady Paige.”

“Oh, please,” Steele scoffed. The leather creaked as he lowered himself into his chair. “She’s a babe in the wood compared to Byrnwyck.”

“Not that son. Phineas, the younger, more impressionable one. She was retained to care for Byrnwyck’s daughters by his latest wife, but was more interested in playing with the full-grown son, if you know what I mean.”

Steele waved his hand in dismissal. “I don’t care which of that clan you mean, she’s about as predatory as a lamb. Besides”—he raised a brow—“do you really fear for my virtue?”

Shifting in his seat, Benbrook harrumphed. “You’re a viscount now…”

“Finally worth catching, eh?” Steele experienced the old hurt like a splinter in his flesh.

Benbrook bristled. “You were a ruffian! Hardly worthy of my Deidre! And if it weren’t for you…” He swallowed, looking away.

“If it weren’t for me, she wouldn’t be dead,” Steele finished the thought.

“She certainly wouldn’t have had to sneak around…”

“The same could be said if you’d accepted me and our marriage! She was so terrified of upsetting you and was trying to give me the chance to prove myself before breaking the news to you, that we never even had one night under the same roof! Married, but sneaking around as if we’d committed some crime!”

“It was a crime! You were hardly worthy of my daughter!”

Every time Steele and Benbrook got together, it was as if Deidre hung over them like an angry specter. Each man was raw with guilt and shame and grief, and the other man was a glaringly conspicuous target. It was the reason the two men had, by tacit agreement, stayed apart these almost nine years.


Benbrook smacked the desk with his palm. “But enough of that! We’re talking about Miss West, not ancient history! She’ll be a bad influence on my grandsons.”

Exhaling, Steele forced himself to calm down; he had promised Sir Lee to try not to harp on the past, and he would keep his word no matter how difficult that charge might be. “Sir Lee believes that Miss West is perfect for the job.”

“I wouldn’t even have a bloody governess if it weren’t for…” Benbrook’s voice trailed off, his grief for his lost son and daughter-in-law etched on his face.

Lord Benbrook’s daughter-in-law, Emily, mother to Felix and Seth, had left a note written in the event of anything ever happening to her. Lord Steele and Sir Lee had determined that it was drafted without fear of a specific threat in mind; it was merely a precaution written out of love for her children.

In the letter, Emily had expressed her desire that if she died, the boys were to have a governess until the age of twelve. She’d explained in the note that she wanted the boys to have a female influence in their lives, separate and apart from their formal education. A tutor, she’d written, will be necessary as well, but a female must be the primary giver of care.

Wiping a hand across his eyes, Benbrook recovered. “Miss Lorena Farmer is a better choice, I tell you, and you will have more peace in your home if you do as I say!”

“Who’s Miss Farmer?”

“She rode along with us from Dorset and was quite useful with the lads. The girl who’d been helping out with the boys since the last governess suddenly became ill and resigned. Luckily for us, our cook had heard that Miss Farmer was headed to London to seek out a post as a governess.”

Steele rubbed his chin. “Very lucky indeed.”

Ignoring the obvious notion that he’d been played, Benbrook reached into his coat and pulled out a sheet of vellum. “Miss Farmer comes highly recommended and has impeccable references, unlike your Miss West.”

Steele’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t bark up that tree, Benbrook. Sir Lee selected Miss West, not me. I don’t consort with my staff. I never have and never will.”

Benbrook slid the paper across the desk. “I want Miss Farmer.”

Steele ignored the vellum. “Well, we don’t always get what we want, do we?”

“You are only their guardian temporarily!”

“Thank the heavens.”

“You don’t know how to handle such things! You’ve never been a father!”

Steele leaned forward, his anger steeping. “And why is that, Benbrook? Why is it that I never had any children with my lovely wife?”

Benbrook looked away, his face pained.

Steele smile was cold. “Thanks to you—”

“And to you!”

“Yes, and to me, I have no children and never will. I know how it feels to know with certainty that there will be no heirs in my line. Do you want to start gambling with yours now?”

Benbrook swallowed.


Now was as good a place as any to draw his line in the sand. Benbrook had best get used to the new arrangement, for Steele wasn’t about to be bullied. “You agreed to follow my judgment and accept my decisions in all things in exchange for my help. That price starts coming due now.”

Benbrook stood. “This is preposterous! I agreed to accept your help as it regarded the investigation and finding the villain who killed my son! I never agreed to accept your decisions as it regards raising my grandchildren!”

“So I’m good enough to place myself in the line of fire, yet not good enough to decide who wipes your grandchildren’s noses?”

“You’re hardly fit!”

“You’re the one who asked for my help!”

“I had little enough choice! My children are dead! Dead! First Deidre and now Robert and Emily…” Benbrook shook like a wet dog, and then suddenly his face fell and he collapsed into the chair like a deflated balloon. “They’re all dead!” Wiping his meaty hand across his eyes, he sobbed. “Dead…”

Exhaling, Steele stood and walked over to the open window, giving Benbrook the pretense of privacy. With his back to his father-in-law, he found that he had no words of comfort for this man. But Steele felt for him nonetheless. Steele knew a thing or two about loss. He understood the overwhelming grief that shattered your soul and made waking each day a nightmare. Benbrook was living in his, and only the grandchildren in need of his help were keeping him going at the moment.


As if called forth, a shout reverberated from the garden below.

Steele leaned out, catching the heady scent of roses. His garden was an untamed mess, as he’d given it little care since acquiring this house two years ago. This was the first time that he’d noticed that he seemed to have an abundance of rose blossoms.

The younger son, Seth was his name, was five years old. He sat with his legs spread out before him in a V as he dug into the dirt with a stick.

The older lad, Felix, stood nearby, chucking stones at an orange cat racing along the far wall. The boy was tall for his age and had a strong arm. A stone just barely missed the feline, cracking loudly against the brick wall. The cat shrieked and changed direction.

Steele was about to shout out the window for the lad to stop, but suddenly a lady in navy skirts and golden hair came into view. She moved with graceful alacrity toward the boys. Felix would be as tall as she within a few years, Steele realized, and he wondered how Miss West was going to handle her first situation as governess.

Miss West spoke to the boys for a moment, and neither of them seemed to respond.

Steele frowned. These lads needed a strong hand. Was Miss West too meek to be effective? What had Sir Lee been thinking?

Miss West turned and moved with purpose toward a bramble pile. Reaching down, she lifted a long stick from the heap, swung around, and pointed it toward Felix. She raised her other hand behind her and cried, “En garde!”

Felix started and turned.


Seth looked up, smiled, and then stood, shaking the dirt out of his breeches.

“En garde!” Miss West pranced forward, slashing her stick through the air like a sword.

Benbrook came up next to Steele, his face blotchy and swollen. “Felix! He’ll be hurt! We must stop this at once!”

Steele held up his hand. “No, wait and see.”

Squaring his shoulders, Felix stepped over to the bramble pile and selected his own stick.

Seth hopped about like an excited bunny.

Felix squatted, and with one arm held high behind him and the branch pointed directly at Miss West’s heart, he lunged.

Miss West smacked his branch with hers and then skipped out of harm’s way.

Felix charged after her, his stick thrust forward and swinging.

She neatly swept aside his stick and swirled, like a dancer at a ball with her skirts twirling around her.

Seth squeaked with delight, waving his own little stick in the air.

Thwarted, Felix stomped his foot in frustration. But to his credit, instead of throwing a tantrum, he raised his sword once more. “En garde!”

With a mischievous grin, Miss West raised her sword.

The combatants circled each other.

Felix’s face was twisted with determination.

Miss West’s cheeks glowed pink, and she was beaming with delight. Steele realized that he’d been right; when she wasn’t so starched, she was lovely to behold.
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