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  Prologue


London 1805 (or a variation thereof) 
Seven Years Earlier
The marketplace was abuzz with people, vendors promoting their wares, children running around laughing and shouting as well as lords and ladies promenading along the stalls, inspecting the latest fabrics newly arrived from France. The sun shone brightly overhead and, yet, a small breeze stirred the air, carrying a hint of the sea’s breath. Delicious smells mingled with the salty touch, and thirteen-year-old Caroline Hawkins gazed over the assortments of chocolate and marzipan candies, licorice, chewy caramels, dried fruits, gingerbread and sugared almonds.
Dressed in a cheerful rose-colored gown, her golden-brown hair dancing in little ringlets down to her shoulders, Caroline strolled by the many stalls, her governess on her heels, while her mother, Mrs. Mildred Hawkins, daughter to Baron Hunsford and wife to Mr. Conrad Hawkins, third son of a wealthy merchant family, continued to peruse the fabrics on display on the other side of the market. “These look delicious,” Caroline commented, her blue eyes wide as she surveyed the assortments.
With a smile, her governess purchased a small variety of the sweetmeats before they proceeded farther along the stalls lining the outer rim of the market.
Smiles and laughter met her, and Caroline enjoyed seeing the many cheerful faces around her. It was indeed a perfect day.
Or it would have been had her gaze not moved to the narrow gap between two stalls and fallen on a small, dirty face with wide green eyes. The little girl huddled near the ground, her head lowered and her back bent. Her hair was a mangled mess, sticking out in all directions and her clothes looked as though they might fall off her frail body at any moment.
Caroline paused, strangely intrigued by the wide eyes staring back at her for what she saw in them was an odd mix of fear and determination.
“Come along, Miss Hawkins,” her governess addressed her. “Your mother is awaiting us over there.”
Nodding absentmindedly, Caroline found her feet moving along and thus, a moment later, the sight of the little girl vanished, hidden behind large crates stacked by the adjacent stall. Still, those green eyes stayed with Caroline, and she no longer paid the hustle-bustle around her any attention.
“Oh, Caroline, there you are!” her mother greeted her as they met at a ribbon stall. “Look, this velvet blue one looks stunning, does it not?” She held the delicate fabric up against her daughter’s shining hair. “You’ll look beautiful in it, my dear.”
Again, Caroline nodded, a small smile tugging on her lips as she met her mother’s luminous gaze. “Yes, it is lovely.” And it was. Any other day, Caroline would have been happy to discover it. However, in that moment, all she could think about were those wide green eyes. Who was that little girl? And how—?
“Then you shall have it,” her mother exclaimed as her hand brushed a ringlet from her daughter’s temple. “Oh, only imagine, in but a few years, you’ll be out in society.” A deep sigh left her lips. “Gentlemen will vie for your hand in marriage. You’ll be a lady and have all the gowns and ribbons your heart desires.”
Again, Caroline nodded. But she could not prevent her head from turning, her eyes straining to look past the many market-goers, searching for those green eyes and the little, dirt-stained creature they belonged to. Where had she gone? “May I walk around a bit more?” Caroline asked her mother as she continued to look through the wide assortment.
“Certainly, my dear.” Her mother gave her an affectionate pat on the shoulder. “Feel free to purchase anything you like. It is such a marvelous day.”
As Caroline began to make her way through the crowd, her governess once more on her heels, she kept looking for the young child, her feet carrying her back to the stall where she’d seen her. However, when she peeked into the narrow gap, her eyes came up empty.
Caroline felt an odd sense of loss, and without thought, her head craned this way and that, trying to catch a glimpse of the little girl.
“Are you looking for something, Miss?”
Smiling at her governess, Caroline proceeded onward, her eyes still scanning her surroundings. “I saw a small girl,” she told her. “She was cowering in that corner over there, but now she’s gone. She looked awful, dirty and disheveled.” And now that she thought about it, hungry as well.
Her governess’ brows drew together. “A street urchin, no doubt. Do not mind her, Miss. No doubt, she’s here to steal from these honest people.” Her face crinkled up further. “These pickpockets are everywhere.” Her eyes narrowed as she looked about herself.
Disappointed by her governess’ lack of interest, Caroline turned back around, took a few steps and then froze. 
There, only a few paces ahead, half-hidden by the crowd, was the little girl. Her green eyes lingered on the stall where Caroline had purchased the sweetmeats as her feet carried her ever closer.
Only now did Caroline realize that the girl was older than she’d first thought. Certainly, she was frail, her arms and legs matchstick-thin. Still, her height betrayed her age, which seemed to be close to Caroline’s. The girl stuck to the side, her gaze moving over her surroundings, always watchful as she drew nearer.
Caroline held her breath as she watched.
The look in the girl’s eyes was one of deepest hunger. Her limbs trembled, and her cheeks looked pale even under the grime that clung to her face. She looked as though she were ready to faint, and still she continued on. What was her life like? Caroline wondered. Where was her family?
Suddenly, the vendor appeared, a burly man with thick brows. His gaze narrowed as he spied the girl. Then he shot forward, his hands reaching for her, a snarl on his face. “Be gone, ye misbegotten thief! Be gone!”
Flinching, the girl spun around and dashed away, fleeing into the surrounding crowd with a quickness Caroline wouldn’t have expected.
Hesitating for only a second, Caroline felt her hand clamp on to the small bag of sweetmeats she’d purchased and, in the next moment, energy all but exploded down her legs and she, too, dashed forward into the crowd. Dimly, she heard her governess’ calls behind her. Her legs, however, would not slow down. Darting left and right around people, Caroline fought to keep the girl in sight as they made their way across the large marketplace.
After a while, the girl began to slow, exhaustion clear on her face as she glanced over her shoulder to see if she was being followed. When she saw no one hot on her heels, her eyes closed momentarily and she swayed on her feet. Then she all but dragged herself to the side and slipped past two stalls, retreating from the hustle-bustle of the market.
Caroline swallowed, a touch of unease snaking down her spine. Still, she knew it was nothing compared to the horror she’d seen in the girl’s green eyes, and so she pushed onward. With a glance left and right, Caroline slipped in-between the two stalls, then proceeded farther into a narrow alley framed by tall buildings. “Hello?” she called softly when she could spot no sign of the girl. “I…I mean you no harm. I have something for you.” She lifted the small bag of sweetmeats and held it out in front of her, giving it a soft shake. “I have food. Do you want it?”
What a silly question! Caroline thought immediately. Of course, the girl wanted it! More than that, she needed it.
Never had Caroline needed food. Not in the same way this girl did, and it was in that moment that Caroline realized that she would never again look at her life the same way.
The top of a head poked out from the side of a building, closely followed by a set of dark green eyes, now narrowed in suspicion. They moved from the bag in Caroline’s hand to Caroline herself.
“I’m alone,” Caroline whispered, once more glancing over her shoulder to ensure that she was, indeed, telling the truth. “I promise I mean you no harm. I came to share my sweetmeats with you.”
A part of her whispered that she could simply set the bag down on the ground and retreat. Surely, once she’d left, the girl would come out and retrieve it. However, if she did so, they would in all likelihood never meet again.
And Caroline could simply not accept that.
Waiting patiently, Caroline breathed a sigh of relief when more of the girl’s head appeared. Again, she glanced over her shoulder and then past Caroline before stepping out into the open. “Why?” she asked, her voice weak and barely audible. Still, the look in her eyes was defiant.
“No one should be hungry,” Caroline said simply, remembering the stalls upon stalls of food. “There’s enough for everyone to share.”
The girl’s gaze narrowed, but then she took a step forward.
And then another.
And another.
“I’m Caroline.”
The girl paused, her green eyes sweeping over Caroline’s face. “Sarah.”
Only a few steps apart, the two girls looked at one another, and Caroline wondered at the difference in their lives. How was it that one had everything she could want while the other had to fight to put food in her belly?
“Here,” Caroline said, offering Sarah the small bag. “It’s for you.”
Inhaling a slow breath, Sarah hesitated, her gaze doubtful. Still, her hand moved, reaching for the small offering.
“Do you live around here?”
Sarah’s gaze narrowed as she clutched the bag of sweetmeats to her chest, her body tense, ready to dart away at a moment’s notice.
Caroline held up her hands in a soothing gesture. “I’m only asking because…because I could come back and bring you more.” The words tumbled from her lips without thought, pushed out into the world by an almost burning desire to help. “We could meet here.”
Sarah’s head cocked sideways, doubt still resting in her green gaze. Still, she could not simply ignore this opportunity to have food handed to her. Caroline could see the temptation that came to her face. To put her trust in a stranger was a risk, but so was going without food for too long.
“When?” Sarah asked, her gaze once more darting beyond Caroline’s shoulder.
Remembering her governess’ reaction, Caroline realized that what she was offering would not find approval with her parents. In all likelihood, they would forbid her if she were to speak to them about it. “I’d have to find a way to sneak off,” she thought out loud before her gaze returned to meet Sarah’s, who was watching her intently. “We often go for an outing on Sundays. I’ll try to come back here every Sunday and bring you what I can.” She drew in a deep breath when the weight of the responsibility she was taking on sank in. “I promise.”
Sarah’s gaze remained still for a long moment. “Thank ye.”
Never had those two words meant more, and Caroline felt a lump of ice settle in her stomach at the thought of how many years she’d lived without a care in the world while others had to fight for something as basic as food day in and day out.
But no more.
As she watched Sarah disappear around the side of the building, Caroline swore that she would never forget. That she would never turn a blind eye. That she would do all she could to help.
As expected, her governess was beside herself when Caroline finally reappeared. Fortunately, the red-faced woman had yet to alert Caroline’s mother. “What were you thinking, Miss? Darting off like that? I don’t even want to imagine all that could have happened to you.”
“I’m sorry,” Caroline apologized, trying to appease the flustered woman. “I wanted to see where the girl was running.” There was no point in lying.
Staring at Caroline as though she’d just stated her intention of traveling to the moon, her governess swallowed. “What on earth possessed you, Miss? I beg you, forget that dirty street urchin for your mother will not like to hear of this…endeavor.” She drew in a long breath, trying to compose herself. “You shall be a lady, one day, and ladies do not concern themselves with…with these matters.”
Caroline sighed. “What do ladies do all day?”
Taking her charge’s interest as a good sign, her governess smiled. “They manage their husband’s household, bear his children and uphold the family name with all the graces and decorum befitting a lady of their station.”
Caroline could not deny that that sounded dreadfully meaningless. Indeed, her mother did spend her days shopping, visiting and socializing, always concerned about their family’s standing within society. As Caroline’s father had not been born into the peerage, her parents fought every day to get closer to that illustrious circle, to be accepted by it, to elevate themselves.
Often did her mother dream of the wonderful future awaiting them. She spoke with delight about Caroline’s chances to win the attentions of a peer, certain her daughter would be a lady one day.
Caroline’s lips thinned. Well, if that was the case, if married women were restricted to home and family, then she would simply not marry.
It was as simple as that, wasn’t it?
Of course, her mother wouldn’t be happy. In fact, she’d be furious with her above all. Perhaps, one could find a way around it though.
All Caroline needed was a plan.






  
  Chapter one
A Clever Woman


London, summer 1812 
Seven Years Later
Seated in Lady Brockton’s lavish drawing room, Caroline pushed the thick spectacles higher up her nose as she bent over the fine embroidery in her hands.
“I must commend you on your diligence, my dear Miss Hawkins,” Lady Brockton remarked, a kind smile upon her wrinkled face. “Please, take a short reprieve if your eyes are plaguing you.” She glanced at her own work. “It is, indeed, a strenuous activity at times.”
“You’re too kind, Lady Brockton,” Caroline trilled, blinking her eyes behind the thick glasses that hindered rather than improved her eyesight. “Some days, it is most taxing. However, I do so enjoy your company.”
A delighted murmur went through the small circle of women seated in Lady Brockton’s drawing room, and Caroline found more than one smile cast her way. Their little needlepoint circle met thrice a week at Lady Brockton’s townhouse as her drawing room housed them easily. All of the women here were either married or widowed, with children grown, and time on their hands. Caroline was the only unmarried, young woman among them. She’d gained their favor and entrance into their exclusive little circle through an elaborate plan that had been years in the making.
Dressed in yet another colorless, grey-blue frock, Caroline sat next to Lady Prambling and Lady Woodward. Her golden-brown tresses had been pulled back into a severe-looking chignon and treated with a special powder that robbed them of their natural glow. On her nose rested a pair of spectacles that dulled her blue eyes and made her seem bookish and unappealing.
A perfect getup as far as Caroline was concerned.
“I spoke to my husband about making a donation,” Lady Prambling told Caroline as her hands guided the needle through the fabric, her eyes as sharp as ever. “You were very right, my dear Miss Hawkins. Considering our good fortune, it is only right we give something back to those less fortunate.”
“Oh, I’m grateful my words encouraged you, Lady Prambling,” Caroline praised loudly. “However, it was no doubt the kind and generous heart in your chest that made this decision. You’re truly an inspiration to us all.”
Listening intently, the other ladies chimed in, offering their approval and admiration. In turn, Lady Prambling beamed with pride.
Caroline congratulated herself. 
Considered one of them, she was in the perfect position to influence these women; women who possessed large fortunes and great influence among the ton. What they deemed right and honorable, others strove to emulate.
“I’m afraid there is no point in continuing,” Caroline lamented with feigned sadness, pinching the bridge of her nose as she blinked her eyes fervently. “I can barely see the stitches.”
Lady Brockton sighed with regret. “I do hope you’ll be fit to join us again next week, my dear.”
“I hope so as well.” Caroline smiled kindly as she packed up her small embroidery frame. Then she took her leave, relieved to pull the spectacles off her nose once she’d stepped out into the large hall.
Instantly, her eyes cleared and the throbbing pain in her temple lessened. She allowed her gaze to linger here and there, reveling in the unblurred images.
“Are you ready to leave, Miss?”
Turning to Sarah, Caroline nodded, then handed her embroidery bag to her lady’s maid. “I’m afraid my eyesight is particularly poor today,” she said with a deep sigh for all potentially nearby servants to hear before she set her spectacles back onto her nose.
Instantly, her sight blurred.
Sarah took the bag and, together, they departed.
Seven years had passed since Caroline and Sarah had first met that day at the market. Seven long years, which had turned two strangers into close friends. Seven years, in which both their lives had changed.
After her promise to Sarah, Caroline had worked day and night on a plan to do what she deemed right without alerting her parents to her intentions. In the end, she’d reasoned that if she acted the obedient daughter at all times, her parents would grant her greater freedom, never once expecting her to use it in ways of which they would not approve.
Sunday after Sunday, Caroline had brought Sarah food and clothes, staying longer and longer to talk and listen. Before long, she’d begun to teach Sarah all she knew, starting with the basics of speech as well as the written word to more elaborate items such as etiquette and formal address. In return, Sarah had shared her own life, the loss of her parents, the daily fight of providing for herself, the rules of the street.
When Sarah had been old enough, Caroline had groomed her to become her lady’s maid. She’d forged recommendations and whispered in her parents’ ears of all the wonderful things she’d heard about Sarah. In the end, her father had been rather disinterested with the topic in general and her mother had trusted her beyond the shadow of a doubt to hire whomever she saw fit.
Walking down the pavement side by side, Caroline sighed and pushed the spectacles down to the tip of her nose. “Ah, better.”
Sarah chuckled. “Do you truly believe it is imperative you wear these?” Her green eyes swept over Caroline’s colorless dress. “I should think these drab clothes as well as that awful powder you have me put on your hair each day already do the trick.”
Caroline gleaned over her spectacles as they made to cross the street. “Since I cannot be certain of that, I’d rather be too careful than too careless.”
“Aren’t you afraid you’ll ruin your eyes?”
Whenever the throbbing in her head began, Caroline did on occasion wonder if she was risking too much. However, if her father actually managed to find her a suitor, she would no longer be able to lead her life the way she herself saw fit. Caroline would never risk that. Too much was at stake. Too many lives depended on her.
“I’ll be fine,” was all she said, ignoring the way Sarah rolled her eyes at her.
“All I’m saying,” her rather opinionated lady’s maid continued, “is that you cannot even remember the last time anyone’s asked you to dance, is that not so?”
“True,” Caroline admitted with a bit of triumph.
“Clearly, your plan is working well. You have them all fooled, including your parents.” Sarah snickered. “Every once in a while, your mother sighs in regret, but other than that she does nothing, does she? And your father is too busy trying to find a suitor for Rebecca.”
Indeed, Caroline’s cousin, Rebecca, who had come to live with them after losing her own parents six years ago, was a stunning beauty. She possessed dark auburn hair and eyes of the deepest green Caroline had ever seen. Heads turned and conversations stopped whenever she walked past. Indeed, her father would have no trouble finding Rebecca a husband. As a matter of fact, it seemed he had already decided on one, namely Viscount Coleridge. The man was as dull and boring as Rebecca was passionate and spirited. They were like fire and water, the worst match imaginable.
At least as far as their characters were concerned. However, Caroline’s father did not care for such nonsense. What he cared about was that the man was titled. It was as simple as that.
All her life, Caroline had fought to be spared such a fate, to be pawned off to the highest bidder. And her plan had worked. It was working. Unfortunately, her dear cousin was not as fortunate.
“Still, if Rebecca marries a titled man,” Caroline replied as they turned the corner and then headed down the street leading them away from the nobler neighborhoods of London, “I’m afraid it will elevate my status as well. Some men might be tempted to see past my appearance and only consider my dowry as well as my family’s connections. I cannot risk that.”
Sarah nodded, the smile on her face dimming. 
“I know you mean well,” Caroline told her affectionately, “but I’d rather be cautious.”
Casting her a lopsided grin, Sarah sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Still, I cannot help but fantasize about the day I will crush those glasses under my boot.”
Caroline laughed, squeezing her friend’s hand as they rounded yet another corner, their eyes falling on a simple two-story building in dire need of repairs. At present, it housed one of London’s few children’s homes, providing food and shelter and the occasional lesson to a number of orphaned or abandoned girls and boys. Even from where Caroline stood on the pavement across the street, she could see the odd angle of the western roof. The façade crumbled in places and a number of windowpanes were broken, some boarded up while others had been left as they were.
“Goodness, what an awful sight!” Sarah exclaimed, a growl of anger tinging her voice as her hands balled into fists.
Caroline nodded, understanding only too well the outrage that filled her friend’s heart. No doubt memories of the many hardships of Sarah’s own childhood resurfaced whenever the two friends took on a new project. So far, they’d helped restore two orphanages, ensuring that the children had a safe roof over their heads and warm food in their bellies. Still, it was not enough.
It never would be enough.
Yet, Caroline could not stop, and neither could Sarah.
Three times a week, the two women had about two hours to look in on one of their projects while Caroline’s parents thought she was at her needlepoint circle. A pastime they greatly approved of! 
Of course, Caroline attended thrice a week. She would only stay for a short while for then, sadly, her eyes would give out and she’d be forced to abandon her embroidery. To her great regret, of course! Not that she ever told her parents. That would simply be foolish.
Heading across the street, Caroline spent an hour listening to the orphanage’s director list all the necessary repairs. Then they were shown around the building, confirming for themselves that he was not exaggerating, and felt their stomachs plummet at the conditions under which these children lived. All wore rags, their hair unkempt and their little bodies no doubt crawling with lice.
Of course, Sarah had experienced worse, but that did not excuse the current state these children were in.
On their way home, Sarah leaned in. “He smelled of spirits.”
Caroline nodded. “I noticed it as well.”
“If we give him money, he will not spend it for the children.”
“I agree,” Caroline said as they approached her father’s townhouse. “We need to find a way to have food and material delivered and pay the necessary workers ourselves.”
Sarah scoffed. “First, we need to find the necessary money to do so, of course.”
“Of course,” Caroline replied with a feigned grin, knowing she could not so soon try to persuade another lady in her needlepoint circle to make a donation. This was treacherous terrain, and she had to tread lightly or be sucked down by the quicksand.






  
  Chapter two
A Knight of the Road


Pierce Byrne, Baron Markham, urged his black gelding deeper into the shadows. 
London lay in darkness, and few people were about. Those who were belonged to the unsavory kind and did not deserve his mercy. Men who possessed more money than they could spend in a lifetime but still saw no need to offer some in support of those less fortunate than them. Men who only ever saw to their own needs, their own pleasures. Men who possessed no morals and precious little respect for anyone but themselves.
Pierce despised these men.
And he preyed on them.
The hackney coach pulled away from the brothel, swaying gently as it rumbled down the darkened street. Inside, no doubt, was a peer of the realm, a man who sought to hide his disreputable activities from his family as well as society at large. After all, among the ton, it was paramount to maintain an impeccable reputation. Whether or not it was deserved was a different matter.
And so, Pierce had come upon many unmarked coaches with many a noble within, who preferred a hired hackney coach over their own luxurious carriages simply because they did not bear their coat-of-arms and thus did not shine like a torch in the night sky.
Urging his gelding to follow, Pierce kept an eye out for others that moved in the dark like him. Fortunately, once they left behind the rowdier parts of town, voices drifted away and the stillness of the night fell over them. His gaze swept their surroundings, up and down the street lined by tall buildings. It seemed like a tunnel, and he could easily be boxed in from only two sides.
Still, few people knew of his nocturnal activities for those that did were the same ones who preferred to keep their own nightly life hidden.
None had ever dared accuse him.
A perfect plan!
Pulling up the dark hood, Pierce assured himself that the black mask covering half his face was still securely tied. Then he reached for the pistol fastened to his left side and spurred his gelding onward, its hoof beats now clearly audible on the cobblestone.
The moment he overtook the coach, Pierce leveled the pistol at the unsuspecting driver. “Halt!” he called in a tone that brooked no argument and had served him well countless times as it generally made those at the receiving end of it quake in their boots.
The driver’s eyes widened in panic, and he immediately jerked on the reins, bringing the coach to an abrupt standstill. The horse whinnied in complaint, tossing its head about and snorting loudly.
“Hey, w-whath going on out there?” a deeply inebriated voice called from inside the coach. “Why’d we s-stop?”
Pierce held the driver’s fearful gaze. “Down,” was all he said before he urged his steed around the carriage as the driver scrambled from the box. “Onto the ground. Face down.” Again, the driver did as commanded, a slight tremble in his jaw as he lay down flat on the pavement. “Do not move and no harm shall befall you.”
In that moment, the coach’s door was pushed open, and a rather unkempt head of hair was stuck out into the night. “I said w-whath going on ou—?” The next words died on the man’s lips as his gaze met Pierce’s, his eyes widening upon seeing the cloaked, black rider.
Holding the man’s gaze, Pierce took his time drawing the other pistol fastened to his belt, a sardonic curl coming to his lips. Then he purposefully lowered it to the man’s forehead, enjoying the fear that stood in the cur’s eyes.
The Earl of Kearsley.
A man who liked to hold himself above reproach, attacking those who misstepped within society’s circles with vicious ruthlessness. He’d urged his peers to all but ostracize the new Earl of Pembroke simply because the man had made his fortunes in America through honest labor. Perhaps that was why society feared their new peer. Because he was everything they were not. Because even though they would never dare admit it, they knew that he was the better man.
It had been that censure that had made Pierce approach the new earl, relieved to find him a truly decent man with a conscience rarely found among the ton.
“Your valuables,” Pierce growled at Kearsley, “stuff them in this bag.” With a flick of his right hand, he tossed a small sack at the man before lowering the pistol back at the driver, who was still cowering on the ground. “And be quick about it.”
With trembling hands, the earl removed his rings and cuffs and dumped them in the bag. Then he hesitated, his inebriated brain too slow to mask the thoughts crossing over his pale face.
“Empty your pockets as well!”
Kearsley flinched, but then dug into his pockets without delay, pulling out a small coin purse as well as a diamond necklace. Apparently, some gambling had been part of his evening as well!
“Now, toss it back to me.”
Fortunately, Kearsley managed to bridge the small gap between himself and Pierce, throwing with enough force that the small bag did not fall short. Pierce caught it easily and quickly stuffed it inside his coat. Then he gestured for the driver to rise and climb back up onto the box. “I bid you a good night.”
With his eyes still trained on the two men, Pierce returned both pistols to their places at his belt before he pulled his gelding around. “Until we meet again,” he growled at the earl, then urged his gelding into a gallop down the street, vanishing around the next corner before the two men even dared to move.
Only moments later, he was swallowed up by the night, guiding his steed in a wide circle around the neighborhood where his own townhouse could be found as well. In a darkened corner, he removed the black mask and slipped it inside his coat before pulling off the black cloak. He rolled up the billowing fabric and tied it to the back of his saddle.
Now, he seemed for all intents and purposes like a peer out about town. After all, did he not have a dark reputation to uphold? Did his peers not call him the Black Baron behind his back?
Pierce chuckled. If only they knew how right they were!
Dawn was already approaching by the time Pierce returned home. 
Letting himself in through the side gate, he made his way to the stables where he brushed down his snorting horse before feeding the animal an extra bucket of oats to counteract the tiresome activity that night. 
His gelding nickered gratefully.
Then Pierce headed into the house, relieved that no one was about. He had never deemed it right to have people wait on him hand and foot. He was a baron, but that didn’t make him a better man. The men and women he employed were good people, and they deserved his respect. They certainly deserved a good night’s sleep without being forced from their beds simply because he had decided to return home late. If he chose to do so, then he could very well take care of his gelding on his own.
It was as simple as that.
Climbing the steps of the large staircase leading from the front hall up to the first floor, Pierce felt his blood freeze in his veins when a piercing scream suddenly tore through the night’s stillness.
His heart slammed to a halt and his body froze, one foot half-risen to take the next step.
Then a second ticked by and, in the next instant, Pierce found himself bounding up the stairs, taking two steps at a time, anger mixing with urgency as he surged down the hall toward the nursery.
Daphne’s screams tore into his heart, bringing back memories neither one of them could seem to shake.
Throwing open the door, Pierce crossed the chamber in large strides, his gaze focused on the five-year-old girl curled up in bed, clutching the blanket to her chest and screaming at the top of her lungs. “Daphne!” he called her name as his hands settled gently upon her shoulders. “Wake up! You’re dreaming!” He pulled her into his arms as her screams slowly began to lessen. “All is well, Sweetheart. Don’t worry. I’m here. Hush, now. All is well.”
Wrapping her in his arms, Pierce carried her around the room, holding her tight, a slight bounce in his step. His hand brushed over her back as her little arms snaked around his neck, and he could feel her tears against his skin. “Hush, little one. All is well.”
Distant footsteps echoed along the corridor, and Pierce turned toward the door just as Miss Glass burst into the chamber. She wore a robe over her nightshirt and a cap on her head, her young face pale and her eyes wide with concern. The moment she saw him, a hint of relief came to her eyes. “Oh, my lord, it is you.” Her gaze moved to Daphne. “Is she all right?”
Pierce nodded at the child’s governess. “She’ll be fine, Miss Glass. Go on back to bed. I’ll take care of her.”
A kind smile came to her face before she nodded and then stepped back out into the corridor, closing the door behind her.
Seating himself in the rocking chair in the corner by the hearth, Pierce gathered the girl onto his lap, her dark brown eyes now wide open as she looked up at him. “Did you have a dream?”
Daphne nodded, her trembling hands still clutching his shirt. “They were coming,” she whispered, a slight hiccup contorting her speech. “They were coming after me.”
Pierce inhaled a deep breath and wrapped her tighter into his embrace until she settled her head on his shoulder, her little hands still holding on to him tightly. “It was only a dream,” he whispered into her hair. “No one is here, and no one will come for you. I swear it.” He looked down at her, once again marveling at those wide brown eyes. “I would never allow anyone to hurt you. I promise.”
A small smile tickled her lips and she snuggled closer. “I know.”
Those two words sent a jolt through his heart, for nothing had ever affected him the way Daphne’s love and trust did every day. She’d suffered as no child ever should, and yet, she still gave her heart freely…and to him of all people.
“Good night, Father,” she whispered against his neck, her breath warm on his skin, her voice once again heavy with slumber.
Pierce swallowed. Father.
The word never failed to bring on a flood of guilt for he had not always been her father. Once, Daphne had had two parents, a mother and a father who’d loved her dearly. Her father had been a doctor, and one night about two years ago, he’d been called to a nearby village. His wife and daughter had accompanied him as they’d planned to visit friends in London.
And then disaster had struck.
Or rather his peers had.
To this day, Pierce was not certain who the masked men had been and he could not help but look for them in every peer he robbed for their speech that night had suggested that they had not been mere criminals. Still, he had never found them and the sense of powerlessness that came over him whenever his thoughts were drawn back to that night riled him beyond measure. If only he’d been there sooner! If only he could have saved Daphne’s parents!
The hour had been late when he had set out from a friend’s house. He’d been expected back in London by morning and he had meant to leave sooner. But the company of old friends had detained him. When he had finally gotten up onto his horse, the night had been pitch-black, an eerie silence settling over the country roads leading back to town.
Up on a small slope, he’d spied London in the distance, silhouetted against the darkened sky, the moon’s silvery rays touching its roofs and towers. And then he had heard it.
The thundering drum of hoof beats.
The rattle of wheels racing across hardened ground.
Screams of terror and then…
…shots fired in the dark.
And laughter.
Never would he forget the laughter. It had been a sport for them. Hunting down a family of innocents. It was the nightmare that haunted Pierce’s darkest hours. The nightmare that urged him to don the black mask and seek…
What?
Vengeance?
Justice?
A bit of both?
Looking down at Daphne, Pierce brushed a chestnut brown curl from her forehead, her small chest rising and falling in peaceful slumber once again. Most nights, the girl slept well, but every once in a while, her mind forced her to relive the moment she’d lost everything.
Pierce knew he would never forgive himself for failing her that night. So, he’d done everything in his power to see her safe and to ensure that she never again would have a reason to fear anything.
Or anyone.
Pierce knew his nightly excursions could very well send him to an early grave. He’d already taken care of the girl’s future, leaving her well provided for in his will. Just in case. Everything that was not entailed would go to Daphne and the people he was responsible for. 
To see them safe. 
To see that she was provided for. 
That she was safe and protected.
Never would Pierce employ anyone he could not trust beyond the shadow of a doubt. He had a keen sense of the human character and knew within seconds the measurements of another’s heart. Still, even good people could fail, especially where fortunes were concerned, and so he did not wish to leave his steward in charge without supervision from a trusted friend. 
Unfortunately, those were hard to come by these days.
Pierce had hoped to find a guardian for Daphne. The only man he deemed trustworthy enough to take care of her without thinking of his own needs first was currently touring Europe.
That night two years ago had changed Pierce. It had changed his life, and he had realized that most of those he’d called friend did not deserve the name. The only man who had withstood Pierce’s new evaluation of his friends’ characters had been Hugh Lawrence, the Duke of Ashhaven.
In Eton, they had met as young boys and bonded despite their different tempers and personalities when, one Christmas, they’d found themselves the only two with no home to return to for the holidays. Ash’s parents had just passed away, and his guardian had had no desire for the company of a grieving boy. Pierce’s family had never been close and, that year, they’d simply forgotten he existed.
Still, looking back, it had been a blessing, for Pierce knew no friendship he cherished beyond Ash’s.
But would Ash accept the guardianship? How would he raise Daphne should it come to it?
Pierce loved Ash like a brother, but after his parents’ loss, Ash had become almost obsessed with the notion to make them proud, to fulfill all their hopes and dreams. He had never acted out. Never rebelled. He didn’t drink. He didn’t gamble. He did everything just right, always afraid to disappoint.
Would he be good for Daphne? Could he love her and care for her?
Looking down at the precious, little girl in his arms, Pierce could not help but smile for he knew better than anyone that Daphne had untold powers. After all, she’d wormed her way into his heart after he’d thought it had turned to stone. No doubt, she’d melt Ash’s resolve in no more than a week’s time. No one had ever been able to resist those big, brown eyes of hers.
No one.
Not even him.
It was the one weakness he cherished.
As he would always cherish her.






  
  Chapter three
Across the Dance Floor


The Cavendish ball felt like a hothouse. 
Tugging on her high collar, Caroline dragged her cousin through the crowd, her eyes sweeping her surroundings, searching for the refreshment table. That, in and of itself, was quite a difficult feat considering her sight was obstructed by a pair of monstrous spectacles. Still, her throat was dry, and she began to feel beads of sweat forming on her temple. Indeed, the trouble with modest, gentlemen-deterring attire was that it made one feel as though one were being boiled alive.
Of course, Rebecca could not help but point that out, a teasing twinkle in her dark green eyes. “Didn’t I suggest a lighter fabric? Or less fabric, to be precise?”
Indeed, the suggestion sounded heavenly! However, Caroline had a reputation to maintain and could ill-afford to draw a gentleman’s attention. Judging from the way Lord Coleridge more often than not seemed all but glued to her cousin’s side—much to Rebecca’s disgust!—proved said point nicely. “Where is the refreshment table? I fear I need something to drink.”
After elbowing their way through the crowd, Caroline gulped down a glass of lemonade, sighing as the cold liquid soothed her throat and at least momentarily counteracted the burning heat that lingered in her body. Perhaps she was getting ill!
“Are you all right?” Rebecca asked, her brows slightly drawn in concern. “You seem distracted, not quite like yourself.”
Caroline could not deny that her cousin’s observation was spot-on. However, appearances had to be maintained at all times. “I’m all right,” she replied quickly, cursing her thoughts as they drew her involuntarily back to the problem at hand. “It’s nothing.”
In fact, it was far from nothing.
A first estimate had shown that half the building the children’s home was currently housed in was in danger of crumbling to the ground like a house of cards at any moment. Mr. Wolsey, the children’s home director, however, did not seem to care, his attention span awfully limited by the disinterest he had in the children under his care. It had taken Caroline an hour as well as a hefty bribe to convince him to move the children into the other half of the building which, of course, meant that now they were living in even more cramped conditions.
The poor darlings!
Caroline sighed, dimly becoming aware that her cousin was watching her through narrowed eyes. Blast it! Her thoughts had pulled her out of the here and now again. Who knew what Rebecca was currently thinking! For her cousin had a quite shrewd way of seeing those around her, her intuition often guiding her to the very secret people fought to hide.
Quick, Caroline, she thought to herself. Think of something to distract her!
In that moment, her gaze fell on a gentleman with dark brown hair and deep blue eyes, who stood across the room and was currently very busy staring at Rebecca. Perfect!
Sighing, Caroline tried to appear calm and not near bouncing with jittery nerves. “That gentleman over there keeps looking at you,” she remarked as though she didn’t have a care in the world.
“What?” Fortunately, Rebecca’s attention immediately shifted to the gentleman across the room, who was most definitely not Lord Coleridge. Instantly, her cousin’s face lit up, and Caroline thought she saw Rebecca’s pulse quicken. Interesting!
“Is he not the man who spilled his drink on Lord Coleridge a little while back?”
“He is, indeed,” Rebecca replied, her voice almost breathless. “He’s that American heir people keep whispering about.”
“Lord Pembroke?” Indeed, Caroline had heard about him. She’d heard men whisper of his simple upbringing, that his father had made his fortune in America. Of course, these whispers were always accompanied by a hint of distaste. After all, an honorable man in his right mind would never dare stoop so low as to…work! Truly distasteful!
At the same time, Caroline knew that the matrons had begun to take notice of the fine, young gentleman thrust so unexpectedly into their midst. After all, he was still a peer, in possession of one of the noblest titles in England. His fortune he had used to restore Pembroke Hall to its former glory after the late earl—his uncle—had squandered away the family’s wealth. And on top of that, the man was exceedingly good-looking!
A fact that—as it seemed—had not escaped Rebecca’s attention, either.
Caroline grinned at her cousin. “Before long, all the matrons will be pushing their daughters into his path, fighting for his attention.”
Rebecca chuckled, though it did sound a bit strained. “Perhaps he ought to consider returning to America. He might be safer there.”
Caroline noted the way her cousin’s gaze darkened at the thought. “Perhaps he has a reason for staying.”
Rebecca sighed as she continued to look at the man across the room. “Perhaps.” A deep longing rested in that one word, and Caroline could not help but wonder what it would feel like to be enamored with a gentleman. After all, from her perspective, a severe case had all the markings of a dreadful sickness!
Loss of cognitive abilities.
Stuttering and unintelligible speech.
Sweaty palms and flushed cheeks.
Looking across the crowded ballroom, Caroline tried to glance over the rim of her spectacles in order to see better. Indeed, Lord Pembroke was still staring at Rebecca—at least their sickness seemed to be mutual!—while the dark-haired man beside him wore a smug smile on his face, uttering the occasional remark that never failed to earn him an annoyed look from Lord Pembroke.
“Ah, Miss Hawkins, there you are.”
Caroline blinked, noting the way her cousin all but flinched when Lord Coleridge suddenly came upon them. It would seem neither one of them had noticed Rebecca’s boring suitor sneak up on them.
“Will you grant me the pleasure of the next dance?”
The look on Rebecca’s face spoke not of pleasure but, instead, of pure torture as she agreed and took his proffered arm, allowing him to lead her onto the dance floor.
Caroline sighed, wishing there was something she could do. However, her father was adamant in his desire to see her wed to the dull viscount, threatening to disown Rebecca should she not do as he demanded. Still, Caroline could not shake the feeling that her cousin was merely playing along while following a plan of her own.
A plan that perhaps involved Lord Pembroke!
Curiously, Caroline peeked over the rim of her spectacles, satisfied to see the young American’s face darken almost thunderously as he stared at Rebecca walking onto the dance floor on Lord Coleridge’s arm. Perhaps there was hope yet!
And then Caroline’s gaze caught on another’s.
It happened quite by accident.
She couldn’t even say how.
However, one moment she’d been observing Lord Pembroke’s fascinating reaction and in the next, Caroline found herself looking into a pair of decidedly amused brown eyes—as far as she could tell from this distance away!
Blinking, Caroline straightened and her gaze cleared, noting the rather smug smile that claimed the dark-haired gentleman’s face as he looked at her with rather daring perusal. There was something knowing in his gaze, as though he’d just discovered something utterly fascinating and now prided himself on said discovery.
Annoyed, Caroline lifted her chin and shifted on her feet, turning more directly toward the dancers in the process. Still, out of the corners of her eyes, she noted that his smile deepened, amusement coming to his face as though her reaction pleased him.
How annoying!
Indeed, men were nothing but a nuisance and not worth her time. Once more feeling vindicated to have made the right choice, Caroline wondered what to do next. How to procure the necessary funds to restore the building housing the children’s home. The allowance she possessed would not be enough. It had barely been enough to bribe Mr. Wolsey. Should she approach another lady in her needlepoint circle so soon? Or perhaps fabricate a little white lie and obtain the money from her father?
Sighing, Caroline tugged on her tight collar. If only she knew what to do!






  
  Chapter four
A Curious Observation


“Stop huffing and puffing like a dragon,” Pierce chided his new friend. “You should not have addressed Cavendish directly, and you know it.” The two men had known each other barely a few weeks and, yet, Pierce could not deny that Pembroke had proven to be a decent man throughout that time, enough to warrant Pierce’s trust and goodwill. 
As well as his support.
Apparently, a rather notorious English peer had swindled Pembroke’s family out of an heirloom and then gotten himself killed in a duel before anyone—namely Lord Pembroke—could persuade him to reveal what he had done with said heirloom. At present, it was somewhere in London.
Most likely.
That was about all they knew, which—granted—wasn’t much. Unfortunately, each clue seemed to lead to a dead end which, in turn, explained Pembroke’s rather insufferable mood.
“I suggest you calm down,” Pierce said, raking a hand through his dark hair in annoyance, “for there is nothing to be done about it.” His gaze drifted unobtrusively across the ballroom to the two women eyeing them with interest while, of course, feigning disinterest. “Go and dance with the pretty girl you’ve been staring at for the better part of the evening.” Unfortunately, Pembroke proved to be equally inept at hiding his true intentions as were those two misses across from them.
“What girl?” the man beside him croaked.
Pierce grinned. “I’m not blind, nor am I a fool as I believe I’ve informed you already. She’s the one you were gawking at in Hyde Park the other day, isn’t she?”
Pembroke tensed. “I don’t gawk. I…I observe.”
A chuckle rumbled in Pierce’s throat at the absurdity of that statement. “If your eyes had opened any wider, I’m certain your eyeballs would have fallen out of their sockets.”
Gritting his teeth, Pembroke remained silent. His demeanor grew almost painfully tense when Coleridge asked the girl to dance. For a few moments, Pembroke continued to watch them before he excused himself and wandered closer to the dance floor, his eyes never leaving the fiery-haired woman who seemed to have caught his interest.
Oddly enough, Pierce himself found his attention return to the little, grey mouse the fiery siren had left behind. There was something…peculiar about her. Something that didn’t quite fit, like a puzzle with the pieces put together wrong, giving a contorted image of the item depicted.
With his thoughts occupied by either his concern for Daphne or his desire for retribution, Pierce rarely sought the company of the fairer sex, for the night Daphne had lost her family had changed everything for him. It had opened his eyes to the true character of his peers, men and women who cared for useless trappings and nothing else. In truth, the only reason he mingled in society at all was because he needed to uphold his reputation—as dark as it was. He could not risk for anyone to get suspicious and connect him to his nightly activities. Additionally, he could not deny that he felt a certain sense of satisfaction upon teasing the men he’d robbed.
Unfortunately, Kearsley had not yet made an appearance!
Still, tonight Pierce found his attention returning time and time again to the little, grey mouse standing by the refreshment table across the ballroom. Her colorless gown buttoned all the way to her chin, which looked downright uncomfortable and apparently was as she continued to tug on the collar as though it were a noose around her neck. Her presumably brown hair looked strangely dull, almost greyish and had been pulled into a tight chignon, giving her an oddly stern expression. And then there were the spectacles that rested upon her nose…
Angling his head, Pierce observed her more closely when her gaze suddenly moved and met his.
For a second, she seemed to freeze, her lashes fluttering as though to clear a speck of dust that had settled in her eye. Then her chin dropped a bare fraction, allowing her to peek over the rim of her thick spectacles.
Pierce paused as a triumphant smile claimed his features. How odd, indeed! Why on earth would she peek over her spectacles? Generally, they were used to aid one’s eyesight, were they not? And if so, why would one peek over them? One wouldn’t if, indeed, one needed them in order to see. However, why would anyone wear spectacles if they didn’t need them?
What a curious little mouse!
Apparently, she did not care for his interest in her for she lifted her chin in that haughty fashion women of station often employed and turned away, pretending to be observing the dancers. In truth, Pierce noticed her glancing at him out of the corners of her eyes.
His smile deepened, and he wondered what secrets hid behind that innocent-looking face.
So far, he’d never met a woman who’d purposefully taken steps to reduce her appeal. Was she not looking to snare a husband? Why would she wear these hideous spectacles if she didn’t need to? Again, his gaze wandered over her attire. Was there a reason for the way she dressed?
Intrigued, Pierce moved to lean against the marble column at his back, his gaze still trained on his grey mouse. However, she no longer shifted uncomfortably from side to side, trying to ignore him while keeping an eye on him at the same time. No, she barely seemed aware of anything, her gaze distant and her jaw tense as though the thoughts running through her head were not of a cheerful nature.
Years had passed since Pierce had last felt the desire to get to know a woman, to learn who she was and what she thought. Usually, he found himself quickly bored with the ladies at these events. A single dance or a quick conversation were enough to prove to him that
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