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            Dedication

         
         
            This book is dedicated to two women with huge hearts who have supported historical romance: Monique Daoust and Kimberly Rocha.

            Monique is no longer with us, but she left an indelible impression on many authors’ lives. This, I hope, honors her memory.

            Kimberly, you are a vibrant presence in the romance world. Thank you for what you do for historical romance. Keep your flame
               burning bright!
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            Chapter One

         
         
            September 1753

         

         Law and disorder collided brilliantly at Bow Street, an entertainment of human nature, drawing merchants and matrons alike.
            They crammed the gallery, chewing gossip like candy, the courtroom their circus, the victims and the accused their performers.
            A motley mix of humanity, all of them.
         

         
         Except for her. The clever blonde.

         
         She graced the gallery, a wash of silk and sex. A woman unescorted with lips painted an ungovernable shade of red. Her subtle smirk was fine art and her intelligence a sonata. She caught every one of the magistrate’s witticisms, if one accepted her musical laugh as evidence. Mr. Fielding was, at heart, a writer. What else were they good for except crafting quips? Though one had to be quick to catch them. Courtroom observers sometimes scratched their heads at Fielding’s brisk commentaries. Not the blonde. She took notes, an interesting habit. And he, Alexander Sloane, Undersecretary to the Undersecretary of the Duke of Newcastle (a mouthful, that!), took note of her. 

         
         The elegant woman made his assignment—tracking Bow Street’s sudden influx of money—less dreary.

         
         Fielding considered him a nuisance; the thief takers considered him a spy.

         
         He was both.

         
         Not a popular position to be in.

         
         He slipped away as the courtroom proceedings ended, intent on taking himself to his room at the White Hart on King Street
            to work on his other assignment—studying a mysterious Jacobite ledger. Dinner and a pint while he deciphered smudged columns
            and coded entries would be his entertainment. Both tasks spanned a month or two, depending on the duke’s whim. The pressure
            was immense. Reporting directly to His Grace allowed no margin for error.
         

         
         Walking through Bow Street’s hallways, he fed on the challenge. Precision ran in his veins. The natural world was a messy
            place, but numbers were truth in its purest form and corralling them a joy.
         

         
         Before he’d departed for Bow Street, the duke had handed over the Jacobite ledger. “Unravel this, Mr. Sloane, and we can talk about your appointment.”

         
         Court of the Exchequer. To be a judge in the financial courts, and he, Baron Sloane.

         
         The position wouldn’t make him a peer, but the centuries-old honorific quickened his step through a private doorway to a realm
            of leather and tallow candles. Fielding’s office. The Bow Street ledger waited by a puddle of wax on the magistrate’s desk,
            a folded copy of The Covent-Garden Journal on top of it.
         

         
         He slid the book off the desk, strode to the private entrance, and reached for the door.

         
         “Mr. Sloane. Just the man I was looking for.”

         
         Hand falling to his side, Alexander turned and waited, rigid as a duke’s man should. Calculation sparked in the magistrate’s
            eyes. Fielding closed the main door, shutting off public noise splashing into the room.
         

         
         The quiet . . . there was dread in it.

         
         Fielding never met with him privately.

         
         “How may I be of assistance?”

         
         The magistrate limped by on gout-riddled feet. “I have a task for you.”

         
         “More expenditures to tally?”

         
         “No. I need you to follow a woman.”

         
         “A woman?”

         
         “Yes, the petticoated variety. Two arms, two legs, two breasts. Commonly considered the gentler sex.”

         
         “I am aware,” he said aridly.

         
         The magistrate landed in his chair, his black robes billowing. “It’s a simple job. Keep your distance, take notes on her day-to-day
            whereabouts, and report your findings directly to me.” Fielding’s gaze knifed him. “But no one else can know.”
         

         
         Not even the duke was the warning, hanging as sharp as a gleaming sword over Alexander’s head. A cold “damned if you do, damned if you don’t”
            chill came with it.
         

         
         He tucked the ledger tightly under his arm. “I gather the woman in question is not the average London criminal.”

         
         “Neither average nor a criminal. She is, however, a known Jacobite sympathizer.”

         
         “A scurrilous lot.”

         
         The Jacobite ledger with its fanciful code names came to mind. Lady Pink was one, Lord Blue another. The Uprising of ’45 had
            ended seven years ago. Any rebels who’d survived the war had been shot, hanged, or fled. Only the most brazen—or foolish—would
            spawn trouble in London. In either case, he was ill-equipped to track them.
         

         
         “I appreciate the vote of confidence, sir, but I am not a thief taker.”

         
         “Which makes you perfect for the job.” Fielding rummaged through ledgers. “Miss MacDonald knows them all . . . probably better
            than their mothers,” he muttered in a voice cracking from ill health.
         

         
         The magistrate was an aging crow of a man. Cold creatures, crows, as canny as they were destructive. They collected shiny
            things, as much to mark their territory as to distract. Could be why Fielding didn’t want him underfoot. A veneer of corruption
            smeared Bow Street, which was the other reason he was here. The latest claim was the magistrate wrote under a pseudonym, instigating
            the Paper War between The Covent-Garden Journal and Grub Street newspapers all in the name of selling his books.
         

         
         Not illegal, but far from upstanding.

         
         “Sir, my purpose here is to oversee your use of the crown’s funds.”

         
         “For law and order, Mr. Sloane.” Fielding’s voice rose with righteous fervor. “And there is no better way to see justice done
            than to be part of it.”
         

         
         He marched to the desk. “I must vigorously object. I serve—”

         
         “Object to your heart’s content, but imagine how pleased His Grace will be when I tell him the fine work you’ve done on behalf of the crown.” Fielding opened a ledger and thumbed through its pages. “Might hasten the path to your next position.” 

         
         Baron of the Exchequer. Anger kindled, from the tight spot he was in and from the black-robed crow who pinned him there.
         

         
         “That’s extortion.”

         
         “It’s following a woman. How hard can that be?”

         
         “I don’t care for your methods.”

         
         Fielding was unmoved, his eyes and his robes wrinkled. Probably his soul too. His desk was a hodgepodge of account books,
            records of known criminals and suspected criminals. Alexander chafed at the taint placed on the latter cohort. Mere hearsay
            landed a person in the books. Once in, the entries became ruthless and detailed, assuming guilt. Ledgers crammed the shelves,
            all with hasty sketches next to lists of habits, unique attributes, and known associates. Fielding slid one of those ledgers
            forward.
         

         
         “Report her activities to me once a week, and when the time comes, I shall report your excellent work to the duke.”

         
         Alexander met the magistrate’s cold stare. “What are you looking for? If the woman is not a criminal, why is she in your books?”

         
         “Ah, yes, my ledgers.” Fielding reached for a quill. “We both know you don’t agree with my methods. If my assumptions about
            this woman are incorrect, this is your chance to prove me wrong.”
         

         
         A trap neatly set.

         
         Fingers drumming the account book under his arm, Alexander looked down. Fine-boned features smirked from the page. The clever blonde. Her name was Miss Cecelia MacDonald. The artist paid fair tribute. An arrow-straight nose with delicate nostrils and eyes sparkling and mischievous. She was texture in a gray city, adventure waiting to happen. Farther down was her small-bosomed cleavage. His gaze clung to that fascinating indent, imagining what the artist couldn’t capture. 

         
         “I wouldn’t know what to do with this woman.” Alexander groaned. Good Lord, his wits had fled him. “Correction. I know what
            to do with a woman. But this”—he waved a hand over the page—“is a delicate matter.”
         

         
         “Miss MacDonald is hardly delicate. She is a demirep.”

         
         “A demirep?”

         
         “A woman who, I collect, intrigues every man she likes, under the name and appearance of virtue, yet is what everybody knows
            her to be but what nobody calls her.”
         

         
         “There is no law against uncertain virtue.”

         
         “Order is the foundation of any good society, and ambiguity the devil’s device.” Fielding dipped his quill in the inkwell
            with a decisive clink. “You would do well to remember that.”
         

         
         Alexander touched the scurrilous sketch, a haze seeping into his bones. In London, a thin stratum of the fair sex lived free
            of propriety’s constraints. Women uncontained by families. Women who left more questions than answers in their wake, which
            made them provocative, and Bow Street counted Miss MacDonald in their number.
         

         
         A woman of certain freedoms.

         
         Beyond the magistrate’s window, bright bonnets and staid tricorns bobbed. Coats were clasped against crisp September air, smiling faces above them. Some would seek home and hearth, while others would seek Covent Garden’s lush entertainments. A driven man, Alexander had achieved much in his twenty-nine years; he would achieve a great deal more before he left Bow Street. He allowed no time for rampant pleasures. 

         
         “There she is,” Fielding said. “Your quarry.”

         
         Duty didn’t draw Alexander forward. Temptation did.

         
         Cool air leeched, glass to skin. The window was a thin barrier to the play of life on the street. Miss MacDonald glittered,
            a diamond among the drab. Her incandescent smile was a gift bestowed on two men dancing attendance, tradesmen by the look
            of their shoes and coats. What an interesting world she inhabited. Prettiness and charm stamped her calling card.
         

         
         What harm was there in following her?

         
         Behind him, the window reflected a watery version of Fielding, his bewigged head bent, his hand gripping a quill that scratched
            paper with furious speed.
         

         
         “Mr. Sloane . . .”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “Do not show your face in my chambers until Wednesday next.” More quill scratches. “And when you do, you’d better have something
            interesting to report.”
         

         
         Alexander’s grim smile showed in the glass. Fielding had him neatly cornered. There’d be no refusing the magistrate, but if
            he played his cards right, this could end well. Very well.

         
         Outside Miss MacDonald laughed, the faint notes calling him.

         
         A week investigating her. A chase, as it were.

         
         Hair on his arms pricked. This was . . . primal. He, the hunter, and she his prey.

         
         “Leave the ledger,” Fielding droned. “You won’t need it.”

         
         Alexander’s eyes were on the world outside, the account book somehow finding the desk. His lovely quarry raised her hood,
            a gentle dismissal for her male audience.
         

         
         Excitement caught fire in his veins. His hunt had begun.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Fletcher’s House of Corsets and Stays was a temple of feminine wantonness. Red-and-white-striped walls, white shelves delicately
            chipped, and reverent shoppers searching for sublime undergarments in a cloud of rosewater perfume. Women of modest means
            flocked daily to the shop, handing over hard-earned silver to buy Fletcher House creations.
         

         
         Cecelia twirled a pretty pink ribbon lacing jet-black stays.

         
         A breath of femininity, that ribbon. Transformative.

         
         Drab linen stays were de rigueur, the uniform of maids, matrons, grocers’ and drapers’ wives, housekeepers, and the like. A travesty the Fletcher sisters,
            Mary and Margaret, had set out to change.
         

         
         Harlots wore bright stays and ladies of the highest social circles wore colorful corsets—what did that mean?
         

         
         Cecelia smirked. A question to be answered another time.

         
         She staked a spot at the window. On one side of the display shelf, stays fanned in a rainbow of color, and matched stockings fanned on the other. She picked up vermillion stays. 

         
         “Cecelia.” Mary Fletcher approached, arms out to hug her.

         
         “Don’t.” She dipped a formal curtsey.

         
         Brow puzzling, Mary did the same. “Why are we curtseying?”

         
         “Because I’m being followed.”

         
         Quick knowledge washed Mary. A graceful beauty of twenty-nine years, her intelligent gray eyes adjusted to subterfuge the
            way cats’ eyes adjusted to the dark. Hands folding primly, she played the attentive shopkeeper. Not for a second did she remove
            her gaze from Cecelia and check the street outside her window.
         

         
         “The man across the street,” Mary said.

         
         “How ever did you guess?”

         
         “Because no man is that interested in a chandler shop.”

         
         Cecelia giggled while studying a seam. “Rather intent, isn’t he? One might think he’s hunting for the Holy Grail in that window.”

         
         “Except he’s hunting you.”

         
         Her stomach quivered. Mary’s warning was uttered in a genteel Edinburgh accent with a back-of-the-mouth treatment of each word. Her accent was smooth as whisky while Cecelia tried hard to scrub away hers. Edinburgh accents didn’t strike the same chord as a Western Isles accent. More rebels came from the Western Isles than Edinburgh. Mary was of a different mind. She had supported the rebellion, and in the years since the surrender, the woman chased duty and hard work the way others chased wine and debauchery. But she had a point. This was serious. Cecelia had lost awareness, her thoughts drifting aimlessly, the entire hack ride from Bow Street. She hadn’t known where she was until the driver stopped outside Mary’s shop on White Cross Street. 

         
         The stays flopped in her hands. “I am a little off today.”

         
         “You have been since Anne departed for Scotland.”

         
         Anne, Anne, Anne. The woman had been strength and reason, the shepherdess of their fledgling league, and her dearest friend. In the fortnight
            since Anne’s departure, she had become the league’s de facto leader, which cramped her like an ill-fitting shoe. Despite being a social creature, she often marched to her own drum, all
            the better to blaze an unforgettable path.
         

         
         “I have something to put the bloom back in your cheeks,” Mary said. “News of the sgian-dubh.”
         

         
         She snapped to attention. “What news?”

         
         The sgian-dubh, Clanranald MacDonald’s ancient ceremonial dagger, had gone missing after Cumberland’s men ransacked the clan chief’s home
            in Arisaig, after the surrender in spring of ’46. Lore claimed the knife had been a gift from the Romans to a MacDonald warrior.
            For centuries, Clanranald chiefs used it at annual clan meetings. More relic than weapon, it was a symbol of pride. Finding
            the sgian-dubh had, in fact, been her primary mission in London.
         

         
         Mary fussed with the window display. “Its location is explained in a document I have for you—”

         
         “A document?” she hissed. “What are you thinking?”

         
         The shop’s doorbell jingled. A matron entered, her eyes rounding with delight at the brilliant display. “Good afternoon, Miss
            Fletcher. Such gorgeous colors. I saw them from across the street and just had to come see them up close.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Mrs. Rimsby.”

         
         Mrs. Rimsby wedged herself between Mary and Cecelia. “Open for another hour, are you?”

         
         “For you, Mrs. Rimsby,” Mary said, “my shop is open as long as you need.”

         
         Cecelia glared at the woman’s back.

         
         The matron petted the stays with fleshy fingers. “Such extravagant colors. And quite affordable.”

         
         Cecelia scooped them up. “Why don’t you go to the fitting room and try them on?”

         
         “But those are samples,” Mrs. Rimsby sputtered.

         
         “Then hold them up to your skin and see what color you think Mr. Rimsby would like.” Cecelia folded them into Mrs. Rimsby’s
            arms and winked. “Better yet, find what color strikes your fancy. Because nothing sparks the marital fires like a happy woman.”
         

         
         And nothing sent proper matrons fleeing like hinting at sexual congress.

         
         Mrs. Rimsby gaped as Mary herded her across the shop with a soothing, “Ask my sister to take you to the fitting room. She’ll
            hold the looking glass and you can decide what colors suit you.”
         

         
         Cecelia seethed. A document!

         
         They had all agreed—no incriminating papers, nothing to create a trail which might lead to them. Not after stealing Jacobite
            gold from the Countess of Denton last month. Cecelia’s league of Scotswomen had formed after the surrender of ’46 to quietly
            hunt down and take back the gold and the sgian-dubh, which had been taken from their clan.
         

         
         The Countess of Denton, however, viewed the matter differently.

         
         The spiteful woman couldn’t report the crime; the crown also wanted the lost Jacobite treasure. But that didn’t stop her from ordering her men to ransack Anne’s house (which had been empty) and burn Anne’s warehouse (which had not been empty). Most of the league had fled London by the skin of their teeth mere hours before those events. With the women returned to the City, they had to exercise the utmost caution. 

         
         And today, a man was following Cecelia.

         
         Though a man following her could be for any number of reasons.

         
         She reached for emerald green stockings and held them to the window’s light. He was still there, shadowed by the chandler’s
            awning, his tricorn pulled low. The front of his cocked hat was long—a hunter’s hat. How appropriate. Her hunter wore a bottle
            green frock coat with brass buttons and plain wide cuffs. His square-toed leather shoes weren’t noteworthy. Those polished
            buttons were. Her follower had money.
         

         
         Which put him in an uncertain category. Nothing about him cried criminal.

         
         Nothing cried admirer either. Quite a conundrum, the gentleman in green.

         
         She set down emerald stockings in favor of a butter yellow pair. When she unspooled them, the hat across the street tipped
            a fraction higher.
         

         
         “Like pale colors, do you?”

         
         “Talking to yourself?” Mary slipped in beside her and began reorganizing the display.

         
         “I’m baiting my hook.”

         
         “The man following you is not a fish.”

         
         “With delicious calves like that, I hope not.” She dropped the yellow stockings.

         
         “You are incorrigible.” Mary’s r’s trilled.
         

         
         “And you, dear, are going to help me figure out what shade my friend across the street favors”—she petted decadent pink stockings—“while you tell me about the sgian-dubh and the documents that should not be in your shop.”
         

         
         “Documents we had no choice but to accept if we want to accomplish our mission.” Mary was steely voiced, plucking white stockings
            from the pile. “Try these.”
         

         
         She took them, but the tricorn tipped lower. Her mysterious hunter produced a pencil and a pocket journal from inside his
            coat and flipped it open. Lace cuffs danced at the back of long-fingered, masculine hands. Her gaze lingered on them.
         

         
         Would his touch be soft? Or firm?

         
         “No interest in the white,” she said.

         
         “Try the vermillion . . . though I should be flogged for encouraging you.”

         
         “Do they match my lips?” She smiled and set the stockings against her cheek.

         
         “They do.” Mary folded prim hands. “Your coquettish display has caught his attention.”

         
         Across the street, the pencil stopped. Her hunter’s head nudged higher, but two hacks rolling by wrecked her view.

         
         Cecelia slid her arm inside the stocking and checked the weave. “Tell me your news.”

         
         Mary was again fixing the display, her face a shopkeeper’s solicitous mask. Since coming to the City, subterfuge had become
            an art form they’d perfected while living dual lives.
         

         
         “One of Cumberland’s men sold the sgian-dubh to Sir Hans Sloane,” Mary said in a quiet voice.
         

         
         “The collector physician who died last January?”

         
         “The very same. Apparently, the sgian-dubh has been stored in his home at Bloomsbury Place. Kept in a crate all this time.”
         

         
         She huffed her disbelief. “That explains why no one knew its whereabouts.”

         
         “He willed everything to the crown for a public museum. It’s been in the newspapers.”

         
         “And now Clanranald’s sgian-dubh has been reduced to a curiosity to be gawked at.”
         

         
         “One of eighty thousand curiosities, I collect. Not even two houses joined together can display everything.” Mary’s voice
            pitched higher. “Can you imagine it?”
         

         
         She yanked the stocking off her arm. “How am I going to find one dagger in that mess?”

         
         Mary smiled coyly. “Sneak into the late doctor’s house and search, one crate at a time?”

         
         “Now who’s being incorrigible?”

         
         Mary picked up indigo stockings.

         
         “Not those,” Cecelia said. “The robin’s egg blue, if you please.”

         
         Mary rummaged through the pile. “Margaret obtained inventory lists and notes from the last meeting of the museum trustees.”

         
         “Sweet Margaret bribing clerks?”

         
         “Befriending them. No bribes necessary.”

         
         Shoppers strolled by the window. The Night Watchman was making his rounds along White Cross Street, lighting lamps. Her hunter
            had left the chandler’s window and was leaning, arms crossed, against a lamppost while trading pleasantries with the watchman.
            His hat was still low and his face hidden.
         

         
         A thrill bubbled inside her. He’d taken her bait and offered a taste of his own.

         
         A full view of him. Tall, lean, confident. The cant of his body was a message: I’m watching you watch me.

         
         She smiled. Her hunter knew how to tease.

         
         How exhilarating—an intelligent adversary. Better than a beefy dockside ruffler who couldn’t string coherent words together.
            But she’d have to see her hunter face-to-face to know his intent. Evil pooled in the eyes.
         

         
         Mary was rolling up stockings beside her. “Read through them, will you?”

         
         “Through what?”

         
         “The meeting minutes and inventory lists.” Mary’s voice tinged with stern patience.

         
         Cecelia reluctantly dragged her attention to the azure stockings thrusted at her. She took them, the wool cascading over her
            fingers.
         

         
         “There were more than forty trustees present,” Mary said. “All of them sharing a tome’s worth of ideas on what to do with
            the doctor’s bequest.”
         

         
         “An exhilarating read, I’m sure.”

         
         Her gaze wandered to green sleeves hugging contoured arms. It slid lower to firm thighs. A nice view, but London brimmed with
            well-formed men. Nothing new there, yet . . . his shadowed stare penetrated her. Quietly self-assured, her hunter. A man who
            understood the art of subtlety.
         

         
         Feather-soft awareness teased her.

         
         “Cecelia.” Mary’s voice cut through her haze.

         
         Her focus crawled back, jarred this time by worry clouding Mary’s face.

         
         “One of the trustees is the Marquess of Swynford, the Countess of Denton’s brother.”

         
         “A powerful family with their fingers in every pie. It doesn’t mean anything.”

         
         “Or it could mean everything.” Mary rerolled stockings in quick jerks. “Hopefully, you will give your full attention to the documents.” 

         
         “Of course.” Vague and obligatory, it was enough.

         
         A little-known fact about rebellion: it required careful toil and not all of it fruitful. Anne would’ve delighted at poring
            over the documents to cultivate nuanced information. Cecelia, however, could think of a hundred other ways to spend her evening.
         

         
         Skin around Mary’s eyes softened. “I know this isn’t easy without Anne, but we need you. Among the lot of us, you are the
            most knowledgeable of the City.”
         

         
         And therein was the problem. Knowledge of London came easy. Leadership’s selflessness did not. It required a grander scope
            and consideration for others. But necessity was a stern taskmaster—an Anne-ism, which put a nostalgic smile on her lips.
         

         
         “You’re not worried about . . .” Mary let her words trail as she nudged her head at the man across the street.

         
         “My hunter? No.” Cecelia unspooled stockings the color of a robin’s egg. “Or perhaps he’s a fish who needs to be caught.”

         
         He shifted off the post, his black hat tipping higher.

         
         Her lips parted, the narcotic effect of penetrating interest. She abandoned all pretense and stared openly. Shaded eyes were
            hard to see but easy to feel their heat and curiosity. A man who wanted to explore her up close. She took what she could—a
            view of the bottom tip of his nose, an even mouth, and late-day whiskers darkening his jaw.
         

         
         Promising features.

         
         She dropped the stockings and leaned over to pick them up. Her barely-there cleavage reflected in the window. Tucked between her paltry breasts was a medallion. She touched the ribbon on which it hung, her finger tracing the black silk line from her neck to her bodice. 

         
         Her watcher’s mouth twitched a half smile. Dust motes floated, enchantment to the day’s end. Lulling, secretive. Across the
            street, her hunter’s fine fingers rose slowly and touched the brim of his hat.
         

         
         Her astonished gust fogged the window.

         
         He saluted her cleavage!

         
         “A gentleman flirt,” she said under her breath.

         
         How perfectly delicious.

         
         Embers of delight cascaded her limbs. She slid her hand down her stomacher, silk liquid and sensual to touch—until a hack
            rolled in front of the shop. The same hack, which had delivered her to Fletcher’s House of Corsets and Stays, had come to
            fetch her at twilight. The driver spied her in the window and tipped his hat.
         

         
         She righted herself. “Mr. Munro is here. Time for me to go.”

         
         “Don’t forget our meeting tomorrow morning, late.”

         
         “As if I could forget. I shall take these.” She gave the robin’s egg blue stockings to Mary and scooped up vermillion stockings.
            “These too. And stays to match. In silk, if you have them.”
         

         
         The shop’s samples would fit her with ease.

         
         “And the garters, do you want them in the same color?” Mary asked. “Or a contrasting hue?”

         
         She batted the air. “Choose for me.”

         
         Mary’s heels clicked her brisk retreat. She would return with a package, wrapped in brown paper and sealed with twine. No graceful boxes for White Cross Street shoppers. But in between the stays and stockings of this purchase, Mary Fletcher would pass a stack of papers. 

         
         Cecelia adjusted her gloves and her mind. A night’s worth of scouring inventory lists and meeting minutes lay ahead. From
            those documents, she would glean opportunities. Relentless detailed work was how they’d taken back some of the Jacobite gold.
            The same dogged methods would help to recover the sgian-dubh.
         

         
         Their rebellion was not a vainglorious pursuit, rather a practical one. To restore what was left of their clan, to rebuild
            herds and homes, to resurrect Clanranald pride. Results sprouted from diligent labor, from bribing the right people in the
            right way, never brute force.
         

         
         She shivered her distaste. Violence was the language of soldiers and dockside rufflers. But what about her mysterious hunter?
            Was he of that ilk?
         

         
         Her gloves on, she peered around the waiting hack.

         
         The gentleman in green had vanished.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Swan Lane was a blasted, cold place. Mist ghosted Miss MacDonald’s stone house and her empty mews. The damp chill froze his
            stones and turned his breath into tiny nimbuses. He breathed into his icy hands for warmth, trying to make sense of his day.
         

         
         Nothing added up. His latest journal entry was a litany of uninteresting notes.

         
         Humble, well-kept homes. The cobbles clean. The ivy trimmed. No horse in the mews.

         
         Miss MacDonald was home alone, save her maid-cum-servant named Jenny. He’d waited hours for the Scotswoman to depart and do
            something, anything, exciting. Criminals flirted best with darkness. Yet, Miss MacDonald stayed home with curtains half-drawn.
         

         
         She was pacing an upper room, back and forth by her window.

         
         He hugged his coat shut, missing his greatcoat and gloves. If he hadn’t been so hasty in leaving Fielding’s chamber, he would’ve been better prepared. Dinner was a lukewarm meat pie purchased from a street vendor while walking the considerable distance from White Cross Street to Swan Lane. He knew where she lived because it was a note in Fielding’s ledger, the same as her servant’s Christian name. 

         
         Earlier, he’d poked up and down Swan Lane and the narrow alley behind it, looking to add to those facts.

         
         And . . . nothing.

         
         What was he going to report?

         
         Jacobite sympathizer incites rebellion with shopping.

         
         This first day was not promising.

         
         Fog carpeted Miss MacDonald’s narrow courtyard. He stood at the edge of her mews, his eyes fixed on the vertical slash of
            light between her curtains. Three barrels behind him needed checking—his final task. He’d investigate them once he was certain
            Miss MacDonald was ensconced at home permanently for the night, which appeared to be the case.
         

         
         A curtain wavered. Miss MacDonald paused at the window, dressed in frilly white night clothes, hair down, a feathered quill
            tapping her lips. He squinted at, yes, those were papers in her hand.
         

         
         He grabbed his pencil and notebook and wrote Miss MacDonald spent her night reading.
         

         
         The pencil’s tip lingered on the page. Shame niggled him. “Dangerous minds, those readers,” he murmured dryly.

         
         He added I am the worst gentleman for watching her to the entry and jabbed a decisive period. But he wasn’t done. His pencil became a forthright instrument to empty his mind.
         

         
         
            Upon further study, Miss MacDonald possesses a wide mouth, unremarkable lips, and small breasts (as judged by her meager bodice).

            And skinny arms. A blonde with lush locks, her hair is all her own (as judged by the quantity falling about her shoulders
               at this late hour). The woman is a contradiction. Attractive but not a beauty. She appears to be innocent friendliness, though
               men flock to her as if they know they’ll find something else. One could argue, they do her bidding. The hack which delivered
               her to White Cross Street today returned at twilight to take her home. When did London’s hack drivers start doing that?
            

            Can Miss MacDonald bend the will of men?

            Evidence would prove that, yes, she can. I am a perfect example (as judged by my freezing stones while I stand in her mews
               without my greatcoat). She is carnal invitation in the flesh. Might be the sway of her hips. I can only conclude that Miss
               MacDonald ensorcells those around her.
            

         

         He hesitated over one vexing fact, not listed in Fielding’s ledger.

         
         
            Miss MacDonald has no known source of income. How is she funded? This needs further investigation.

         

         The last sentence written, he was ready to put this foolishness behind him. The magistrate had asked him to report his findings. Didn’t mean he had to read everything aloud. Nor did Fielding say how many hours a day must be devoted to this fruitless task. 

         
         He snapped his pocket journal shut. “There is nothing here.”

         
         Only those three barrels to check. If he worked fast, he’d have his head on the pillow well before midnight.

         
         Scooting deeper into the mews, he let his eyes adjust to the dark. The small structure would fit a dog cart and one horse,
            but no animal had lived within the stone walls for some time. Dust-laden cobwebs dangled from rafters. Moldy straw bunched
            in one corner. Air reeked of river and ale, an aroma strongest by the waist-high barrels on the riverside wall. Quite a feat,
            their smell. Between the Thames and London Bridge’s sagging structures, ale was sweet perfume.
         

         
         Which begged the question: Why did the fashionable Miss MacDonald live in a simple house abutting the Thames? In boring Dowgate,
            no less?
         

         
         He dropped to one knee and groped the middle barrel. A brand scarred its belly, Mermaid Brewery. The M and B curved fancifully and the y was a mermaid’s tail underlining the words. Night hid the rest of the mythical woman from view, but his thumb brushed wavy
            lines that must be her hair. Hands running over coopered wood, he found no dust or cobwebs.
         

         
         Clean barrels? In a dirty mews?

         
         He checked the slash of light that was Miss MacDonald’s window. Even if it took a lifetime, she’d not drink a barrel of ale
            this size, much less three.
         

         
         Miss MacDonald sipped . . . Wine? Brandy? Champagne, when she gained entry to finer homes?

         
         Irrelevant questions. What the woman poured into her pretty mouth made no difference.

         
         He stood up, a sense of rightness swamping him. Of king and country and the sanctity of the union. Could be there was a crumb
            to follow here. He grabbed his notebook and pencil. At the heart of a blank page he wrote Mermaid Brewery and added a question mark—his second perplexing query about this woman.
         

         
         Excitement jumping in his veins, he removed his coat, laid it on another barrel, and stuffed his notebook and pencil within
            the woolen folds. No need to dirty a new coat, though the night’s damp air was brutal.
         

         
         With careful hands, he removed the first lid and set it aside. Inside was black as pitch.

         
         He swiped a hand through it. Empty.

         
         Except ale mixed with a metallic odor reached his nose.

         
         He jiggled the barrel, testing it. A raspy clink answered him.
         

         
         Whatever Miss MacDonald was hiding rested at the bottom.

         
         Tipping the barrel was out of the question—it’d make too much noise. He bent over, his body jostling coopered wood. Metal
            clinked again. He leaned in deeper, gripping the barrel’s iron-banded rim with one hand, his hat falling off. He pushed up on his
            toes and reached for the bottom.
         

         
         His fingertips grazed grainy metal.

         
         “What the devil—”

         
         “I was thinking the same thing,” said an amused feminine voice.

         
         He groaned, the barrel echoing his misery. Head down, arse up was not a defensible position.

         
         “Are you in pain, sir?” the voice asked while a second one giggled.

         
         “Only my pride.”

         
         He began to unfold himself.

         
         “Don’t. Move.” A bone-chilling click. “If you do, I will shoot that fine arse of yours.”
         

         
         Cold sweat popped at his hairline. The click was a pistol cocked. Deucedly hard to know for certain with his head in a barrel, but he’d heard the sound often enough.
         

         
         “Who are you, sir?”

         
         A commanding feminine voice. Definitely the woman pointing a pistol at him.

         
         “I am Mr. Alexander Sloane.”

         
         “Of . . . ?”

         
         “London.” A few minutes upside down and blood rushed his skull, pounding in his ears. “If you don’t mind . . . the pressure
            in my head is increasing. I’d prefer to have this conversation standing up.”
         

         
         “You should have thought about that before you went arse up in my mews, Mr. Sloane.”

         
         Blood banged furiously behind his eyes while muffled feminine whispers ensued. Wonderful. A committee of two women was deciding what to do with him.
         

         
         “Put your hands on the rim. Slowly, so I can see them.” Polite and definitive, that voice.

         
         He put both hands on the barrel’s rim and remained facedown. So, this was how he would meet Miss MacDonald, head down, arse first, and his pocket journal crammed with outrageous notes about her. Nothing to connect him to Bow Street thankfully. With any luck, they’d ignore the journal and call for the Night Watch. 

         
         “Jenny, his coat,” the lady said.

         
         Footsteps pattered and excellent Northumberland wool brushed the barrel beside him.

         
         “Lud. He’s got a little book”—a pause was followed by incriminating page-riffling—“and there’s lots written about you, miss.”

         
         “Give it to me.”

         
         Body sagging, he tossed his they’ll-ignore-the-journal plan and formed another one. Swan Lane was in Dowgate, Sir William
            Calvert the alderman. A coin in the warder’s palm would see a message delivered to the alderman: Please alert Bow Street that Mr. Alexander Sloane is in prison. By morning, Fielding would arrange his release and acknowledge the folly of tasking the duke’s numbers man to a thief taker’s
            job. It would only cost him his pride and a cold night in prison.
         

         
         This would be a story to share with his brother over a pint, something to laugh about . . . someday.

         
         “Tie him up, Jenny.”

         
         “No need for ropes.” His voice echoed in the barrel. “I am unarmed and I mean you no harm.”

         
         “You are armed with pencil and paper, sir. That is lethal enough for me.”

         
         An interesting response. He would’ve ruminated on it, but a hand grabbed his arm and guided him upright. Pressure waned between his ears, the blood draining fast, leaving him light-headed. He leaned against the barrel to steady himself and discovered the hand guiding him belonged to Jenny. 

         
         She glared at him, a rag-curled Medusa. “Don’t try anything. I’ve got a knife.”

         
         “I won’t. You have my word.”

         
         To which Jenny grumbled a salty curse and jerked his hands behind his back.

         
         Eyes stretching wide, he found Miss MacDonald in the courtyard, fog curling around her bare feet. She battled autumn’s bite
            in a white shift, a flimsy untied night-robe of the same fabric, and a skein of unbound hair. Her rigid nipples and a door
            lamp illuminating her shivering body told him she was cold.
         

         
         His gaze drifted lower.

         
         A flaming bolt seared him.

         
         Did he see a shadowed wedge . . . there?
         

         
         His thoughts went up in smoke. Hot lust shuddered his loins, hungry and persuasive, a reminder that he was flesh and blood,
            a man who could be lured, a man in danger of losing his mortal soul to the goddess of Swan Lane despite the fact she pointed
            a biting glare and polished pistol at him.
         

         
         The Scotswoman had a fierce, take-no-prisoners look about her.

         
         Just how fierce, his wanton self would gladly explore. His eyes boldly pursued a jeopardous triangle—a carnal line drawn leisurely
            from breast to breast to the hint of gold curls between her legs. Legs that were shaking.
         

         
         “You’re cold. You should take my coat.”

         
         Gruff and sensual, he hardly recognized his voice.

         
         Her blond-crowned head canted sideways as if this was a new development.

         
         “Very gentlemanly of you. But my house is a few steps away.”

         
         Behind him, a wide slippery ribbon was looped around his wrists. A shiver wandered down his back. Miss MacDonald had ordered
            him bound by silk.
         

         
         “All done, miss.” Jenny gave the knot a final tug. “Want me to put him in the mews and tie his ankles?”

         
         Little clouds puffed from the goddess of Swan Lane’s lips. Her perusal wandered over him like a curious touch.

         
         “No. Bring him to me.”

         
         Incendiary words. He should’ve argued for the mews, a plan his feet rejected. His body wanted to be closer to the Scotswoman
            and took him forward until he was an arm’s length from her. A truce, of sorts. He studied the contours of her face, matching
            them to Fielding’s ledger, while she studied his coat draped over the maid-cum-servant’s arm.
         

         
         Blond brows slashed a befuddled line. “Were you at White Cross Street today?”

         
         He hesitated. In for a penny, in for a pound.

         
         “I was.”

         
         A half smile formed on quivering lips. “And before you departed, did you . . . ?”

         
         “Salute your cleavage? Yes. I did.” Lust roughed his words.

         
         That twitch of her lips did things to him.

         
         “Quite an introduction, you and I.”

         
         “Memorable to say the least.” Amusement grained his voice.

         
         Night treated Miss MacDonald’s creamy skin as kindly as daylight. Her confidence was equally appealing, something Bow Street’s sketch couldn’t articulate. He’d happily debate which of her qualities—self-assurance or attractiveness—was greater, but the woman pointing a pistol at him was inclined to discuss him.
         

         
         “And how do I know you are Mr. Alexander Sloane of London?”

         
         Her voice lilted mildly humored. Of all the questions to ask, it was oddly comforting and practical.

         
         “In my right waistcoat pocket, you will find a Bank of England cheque with my name preprinted on it.”

         
         Jenny’s arm stretched to retrieve it. Miss MacDonald’s gaze locked with his.

         
         “No. I’ll get it.”

         
         Lamplight frayed her hair’s blond edges, spun threads come to life. She took a half step closer, a soft rosewater scent clouding
            him. Almost innocent and gentle as the mist-dampened curl stuck to her cheek. It wasn’t the perfume of a sensual goddess.
         

         
         His mind painted a dual portrait of her. By day, a worldly young woman. By night, a village lass trapped in London. When Miss
            MacDonald reached into his pocket, she as good as reached into him. A woman testing his mettle, curious for what she might
            find. He stood rigid as a duke’s man should, staring above her head, absorbing the pleasurable shiver that followed her fingers
            in his pocket.
         

         
         She unfolded the cheque, the slip of paper proof that he was a man of means, a responsible citizen, and this was all a terrible
            misunderstanding. But Miss MacDonald didn’t take it that way. A quick read and she stuffed the cheque back in his waistcoat
            pocket, her eyes betraying nothing.
         

         
         “Let’s go inside, shall we?”

         
         Miss MacDonald gathered flimsy white linen and scurried to the door, the soles of her feet flashing pink and white.

         
         She wanted him in her home?

         
         A man could easily wait inside or out for the Night Watch to haul him away, but in the scant real estate between where he
            stood and the door, a new plan formed. Collect what was left of his brain and use it. Gather whatever information he could
            on Miss MacDonald and her maid-cum-servant, Jenny. And avoid lust like the plague.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Her house was small, four rooms in all if one didn’t count the cramped scullery which Jenny had transformed into her own quarters.
            The whole of it was easy to navigate in the dark, and Mr. Sloane’s agile movements all the more interesting. Warped steps
            groaned under the burden of his feet and hers with Mr. Sloane leading a reluctant charge upstairs.
         

         
         “You could let me go. No harm was done,” he said over his shoulder.

         
         She nudged her pistol against the small of his back. “We’ll see about that.”

         
         Mr. Sloane was in her house for one reason. An itch needed scratching—to see her gentleman hunter in full light. To know his intent. To know him. His startling forthrightness was a badge worth pinning on his coat the way soldiers wore medals. How intriguing, his lack of deflection. Equally intriguing was the back of him. Tight arse muscles bunching in black wool. Strong arms and shoulders, though not the heavy, meaty variety. Lean and taut, Mr. Sloane looked as if he was given to running or sprinting. Or a man who hunted on foot. 

         
         “Take the door to the left,” she said when they crested the narrow stairs.

         
         Mr. Sloane entered her bedchamber and stopped in the middle, a pink ribbon swaying from his bound wrists. She rubbed her arms
            for warmth while Mr. Sloane spun an easy circle to survey the room. The roaring fire and eight candles exposed clothes cluttering
            an open wardrobe and an unmade bed. Her mattress and counterpane were costly, snow-white clouds of comfort—ideal for baiting
            the curious man. Certainly better than holding up pretty stockings in a window.
         

         
         Her bare toes pressed the floor. She wanted to see him in full light.

         
         The inspection done, Mr. Sloane faced her. Fire’s amber glow caressed firm lines and open features. By day, a man to take
            tea with your great-aunt; by night, a man to kiss and laugh with in bed. A refined gentleman far from her reach. There was
            pain in knowing that, as if she took a kick to her ribs. For too long she’d cavorted with men who straddled a world of right
            and wrong, but Mr. Sloane was not one of them.
         

         
         His goodness singed her. This was a man who’d court a woman of excellent status, not the daughter of a Jacobite rebel.

         
         “Mr. Sloane.” His name slid off her tongue, warm and redolent.

         
         “Miss MacDonald.”

         
         His bow was cordial, his voice sensual.

         
         Beautiful, honest eyes stared at her, more bronze than brown. Crystalline and captivating. Life danced in them. Intelligence, however, was the greater light. It was his calling card and his weapon. She could fool herself and say Mr. Sloane was passably attractive, but her leaping pulse had a mind of its own. So did her nipples. Pointy, treasonous things.

         
         This time Mr. Sloane looked into her eyes, not her nipples, unlike his ravenous consumption of her body outside.

         
         “This is your bedchamber.”

         
         “As you would know, having watched it.”

         
         His smile was an affable crease used by all well-bred men. “Very ungentlemanly of me.” Then, “How did you know?”

         
         His first response was ingrained; the second was sincere. A man who wanted answers but wouldn’t demand them. A second son, perhaps? But not ennobled. Arrogance sometimes dripped down on those who might inherit. None that she knew would even stoop to house a mistress here
            in Dowgate. She trusted Mr. Sloane, an instinct borne of years meeting men. Her hand already seemed to know, holding the pistol
            loosely at her side, the muzzle pointed at the floor as if it couldn’t wait to be rid of the burden. Ironic how the body sensed
            right away what the mind took minutes, if not hours or days, to grasp.
         

         
         “The cold air revealed you,” she said. “You puffed like a dragon, and since I keep no animals, mythical or otherwise, I knew
            someone was standing in my mews.”
         

         
         His head dipped, trying to hide a boyish smile. Firelight caressed rich chestnut hair and a blunt-cut queue scraping pristine
            neckwear.
         

         
         “I am an admirer, Miss MacDonald. Surely, you have had smitten men follow you.”

         
         A brittle smile spread. How disappointing, after having made such fine progress.

         
         “I don’t believe you.”

         
         “Which part?”

         
         There was challenge in his voice, still smoky with lust. Audacious man. Definitely a second son. They had to work for everything, and Mr. Sloane eyed her as if he’d welcome a battle of wits. A third
            son would have rallied his charm.
         

         
         “Your motives are suspect,” she said at last and stretched her arm at two chairs by the fire. “Please do have a seat, Mr.
            Sloane.”
         

         
         With his hands tied, he stepped with care toward the tall-backed leather chair while she wetted a hand cloth at her washstand.

         
         “That one is mine.”

         
         “My pardon.” He swiveled in the confined space and dropped into the four-square wooden chair facing it. His arms flexed as
            if he was testing his bindings. “Has your maid gone for the Night Watch?”
         

         
         She wrung the cloth. “The Night Watch won’t be called.”

         
         “No?” A corner of his mouth curved politely.

         
         A flutter tickled her belly. She did her best to quash it: men with polite smiles never affected her. Why did her body suddenly
            change its mind tonight? Damp linen in hand, she settled into her favorite chair. With the pistol and pocket journal nestled
            in her lap, she crossed one ankle over her knee and found his stare glued to her foot.
         

         
         “Nasty business having to run barefoot outside,” she said. “But shoes would have alerted you and I refuse to ruin my stockings.”

         
         “Yet, you won’t call for the Night Watch?” He dragged his gaze upward. “I could be a terrible criminal.”

         
         “We both know you’re not. A criminal wouldn’t offer his coat, no matter how much I shivered. A true gentleman would.”

         
         “And you’ve come to this conclusion because you have ample experience finding men in your mews late at night?”

         
         She scrubbed a stubborn smudge on her heel. Interesting, his deflection.

         
         “Mr. Sloane, are you going to be that obvious? And here I had such hopes for a more invigorating conversation with you.”

         
         His mouth dented in the same guarded politeness he’d offered earlier. “I shall endeavor not to disappoint.”

         
         Her foot free of grit, she commenced cleaning her other foot, expecting more rebuttal. Instead, Mr. Sloane was like a hawk,
            staring at the cloth dancing over her arch and the bright pink balls of her toes.
         

         
         “Your ankles, there’s a shine to your skin,” he said gruffly. “They are hairless.”

         
         “I wax my legs and rub oil over them when I’m done.”

         
         His glower sharpened. She raised her hem a few inches, giving a scandalous view of glossy, smooth-skinned calves.

         
         “I am not calling for the Night Watch because it would be useless.” She dropped her hem. “Sniffing my barrels is not a crime.”

         
         His hawklike stare shot up. “What if I sniffed elsewhere?”

         
         Intensity melted into mischief. She sat up, washed by it.

         
         “You cannot make free with my barrels, Mr. Sloane, or any other parts.”

         
         He sat back, a half smile forming.

         
         “There aren’t many like you,” he said. “Pretty as you are, flattery won’t work.”

         
         She, too, sat back and tossed the washcloth onto the hearth.

         
         “Flattery, no.”

         
         The intimacy of wrongdoing stripped propriety off the bone. He’d been following her and had been caught skulking in her mews.
            Strangely, that helped them skirt the need for shallow conversation. Mr. Sloane looked ready to engage in in-depth conversation—and
            anything else that might happen.
         

         
         “I know what works,” he said.

         
         Excitement sprinkled her skin.

         
         “Whatever do you mean?”

         
         “I mean, I know what stirs you, Miss MacDonald. You see, I’ve noticed you for . . .” He looked at the fire a moment, took
            a considered breath, and finished, his gaze direct, his voice even. “Well, for some time.”
         

         
         The dratted man hooked her fascination. The truth was she was known. She’d glimpsed it in his notebook. His revelations, his
            seeing her.
         

         
         She crossed one side of her night-robe over the other. “Very well, Mr. Sloane. What stirs me?”
         

         
         Eyes so beautiful, so penetrating, held her captive.

         
         “Intelligence. Being an intelligent creature, you need a steady diet of it,” he said. “To give and receive, I think, as iron
            sharpens iron. Men who can’t see past your”—he offered a respectful nod to her body—“obvious appeal, don’t see the real you.”
         

         
         Her knuckles whitened on her robe. Stillness expanded, punctuated by a dog barking from a distant house. One could almost
            hear the river’s hush beyond her window, or the whispers of her soul laid bare. She did not trust herself to speak. A rush
            of denials would be too obvious, an acquiescence too mortifying.
         

         
         “And you gleaned this in one day, have you?”

         
         “Correction. Not one day. Several of them.” Chin dropping, Mr. Sloane became deeply interested in the hem of her shift.

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         His chair creaked. The glower returned, honesty’s snare entrapping him.

         
         “The thing is, I’ve noted your presence in . . . various places—”

         
         “At Bow Street.” She sat up triumphant. “That’s where I’ve seen you.”

         
         She picked up his pocket journal and began thumbing the pages.

         
         “I have been there of late,” he admitted.

         
         She eyed him over the book. “But you’re not a thief taker.”

         
         “No. I serve the Duke of Newcastle.”

         
         “A Government position.”

         
         “I track financial records for His Grace,” he said guardedly.

         
         Calculation flared in her. The upper hand had been hers when she found Mr. Sloane arse up in a barrel. Now the tables were
            turning. Her hunter had been watching her for several days, he worked for the king’s counselor, and he had no qualms about
            telling her.
         

         
         “And today you decided to reveal yourself,” she said.

         
         “At White Cross Street, yes.” He was earnest as a suitor. “Today is the first and only day that I’ve followed you.” Brows knitting, he cleared his throat. “I am a gentleman, Miss MacDonald . . . not a—a . . .” 

         
         “Depraved man.”

         
         “No.”

         
         “I knew that in my courtyard, Mr. Sloane. Believe me, I would not let a depraved man into my house.”

         
         “Your house, yes, but I am in your bedchamber.”

         
         His gaze cut
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