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            Prologue

         
         
            Scotland, 1738

         

         Men were the problem—or rather, one Frenchman and the kiss he stole from her mother on the deck of a ship. Mary witnessed
            their kiss through dark hair buffeted by chilly wind. A dutiful daughter, patience was her virtue. Every time her mother returned,
            Mary would wrap herself in wool and wait for her on Leith’s shore. Their reunion was always the same—a loving embrace clouded
            in rosewater while her mother’s soft curls feathered her cheek.
         

         
         Eyes shut, she’d hoard the tenderness.

         
         “You look exactly the way I did when I was fifteen,” her mother would whisper in her ear.

         
         “Except you are prettier,” she’d whisper back, wishing this would be enough.

         
         It never was.

         
         “Will you stay home awhile, Mama?” Her question would burst with hope and brightness. There’d be a gentle touch to her chin
            and enigmatic gray eyes, so like her own, chided her.
         

         
         “My dear, sweet girl, let us not waste a splendid day on such things.”

         
         Indeed, they never did. Mary quietly stuffed emotions into a neat box and took joy where she could. On that particular morning,
            they’d linked arms and strolled through Leith, discussing her mother’s latest journey, this time to Niderville pottery works,
            its factory leased by a Frenchwoman.
         

         
         “So delightful, Madame Andre,” her mother had trilled. “As a woman of business, she rules her fate. Remember that, Mary.”

         
         Beautiful and restless, her mother had already forgotten the gentleman on the ship.

         
         But his kiss had not forgotten her.

         
         A month later her mother’s fair cheeks were sallow and her black hair lank and greasy. Entombed in a richly appointed bed,
            she was fragile. No man attended her save an old physic, Dr. Ross, holding a handkerchief over his nose. Understandable. Urine
            and sweat perfumed the air. The examination done, he dropped the handkerchief into the bedside brazier. Mary watched delicate
            flames lick the pristine cloth. What a waste. Dr. Ross could’ve used the handkerchief on his next visit.
         

         
         Her mother’s fevered stare followed him. “What . . . ails me?”

         
         The physic rummaged through his medicine case, the bottles clinking softly.
         

         
         “You have the French fever, madame.”

         
         “But—how?”

         
         “Have you visited France of late?”

         
         “Yes, Lorraine,” she rasped. “But the fever—I thought it was . . . finished.”

         
         Dr. Ross sighed heavily. “In Paris, yes. However, there are reports the sickness lingers in provincial towns.” He set an amber vial on the bedside table. “Take this for your discomfort.” 

         
         Candlelight glinted on a near-empty bottle.

         
         “Won’t she need more than that?” Mary asked from her corner of the room.

         
         Hooded eyes etched with age and gloom met hers.

         
         “No.”

         
         Dr. Ross locked his wooden case, the brass click a confusing noise. So cold, so final. Like a certain end. Mary worried a seam on her stomacher, this stygian nightmare growing.
            She’d read about the sickness last year, the details vague. Mouth sores, terrible sweats. The malady took half the afflicted.
            For the other half, recovery was agonizing. Yet, Dr. Ross wasn’t issuing further advisements.
         

         
         “Now may I climb on the bed and hug Mama?” was the childish whisper beside her.

         
         Her sister, Margaret, not yet five years old, waited on the bench, her legs swinging idly.

         
         “Later,” Mary said, stroking Margaret’s ink-dark hair. “First, we must tend her, you and I, and when Dr. Ross returns, he
            will proclaim you an angel for healing Mama.”
         

         
         “I will not return,” he said.

         
         Mary rushed forward. “I don’t understand.”

         
         Reed thin, Dr. Ross towered over her, his bony fingers flexing on the case’s handle.

         
         “The air in here is tainted. You, too, should leave. Take your sister and find lodgings elsewhere.”

         
         “But my mother—”

         
         “Will soon be dead.”

         
         She dropped her scented kerchief, its weight too much.

         
         No . . . this couldn’t be. Not her mother.

         
         “Surely, there’s something you can do,” she said, frantic.

         
         “There isn’t.”

         
         From the bed, a coughing fit seized her mother. Mary grabbed the physic’s sleeve, her fingernails scoring pressed wool.

         
         “I cannot leave her.”

         
         “What about little Margaret?” he hissed. “Do you care naught for her? Because we both know no one will look after her should
            you die.”
         

         
         Arguments were building, another plea to convince the good doctor to stay, but his demeanor flattened. A soulless withdrawal.
            She let go of him, truth knifing her. For too long, Dr. Ross had carried the burden of Fletcher family secrets. Her mother’s
            peccadilloes, her father’s indifference, the minute burns on her fingers—the ordered chaos of her life.
         

         
         She didn’t know any different. But that life, her life, was crashing into pieces.

         
         Shadows carving his cheeks, Dr. Ross collected his hat. “I must alert the Royal Infirmary. And we all must pray this plague
            does not leave this room.”
         

         
         A plague?

         
         She slumped against the bedpost, trying to breathe. Dr. Ross exited the room, plush carpet muffling his footsteps. Her throat
            clogged. The room spun. Dark paneled walls loomed, heavy and stifling in the windowless chamber.
         

         
         This nightmare was real.

         
         A small body folding into her petticoats stopped her collapse. She looked down.

         
         Blue eyes, saucer big, beseeched her. “I’m frightened.”
         

         
         Mary dropped on shaky knees and drew her sister into a desperate hug.

         
         “Shhhh. Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you.”

         
         Confident words, yet a tear wanted out. She squeezed it back and inhaled Margaret’s sweet, soapy cleanness. Sapped to the
            bone, Mary held on. Childish exhales touching her ear began to unwind the tightness inside her. The two souls she loved most
            in this world were in this room. She would save them.
         

         
         “Be a dear,” she said, pulling away. “And go dress your doll in that pretty blue gown we made together.”

         
         Small, trusting hands cupped her cheeks.

         
         “May I show Mama my stitchwork?”

         
         “Yes.” She kissed Margaret’s forehead. “Off with you now.”

         
         Her little sister scampered away, taking the last scrap of joy with her. Mary tucked a messy lock behind her ear. She pushed
            off the floor, her mind reeling. How could she save her mother and her sister? Another doctor, perhaps. There was talk of a promising new physic on Drummond Street.
         

         
         “I know . . . what you’re . . . thinking,” her mother rasped. “It’s . . . useless.”

         
         Mary faced the bed, resolve firming her joints.

         
         “Then you know I cannot leave you.”

         
         “You must. For—for . . . your sister’s sake.”

         
         She leaned in with a fierce, “I can take care of both of you.”

         
         A curdled noise startled her. It was her mother’s mournful laugh.

         
         “Isn’t that . . . what you’ve . . . always done?”

         
         “Then let me—”

         
         “No! Your duty is . . . to Margaret.” Her mother’s face crumpled. “She is better off . . . with you.”

         
         Hot tears pricked Mary’s eyes, agony rising with them. Her mother’s defeat. A family lost. Their slow demise finally met. An ache spread behind her breastbone, more truth coming with it. 

         
         A choice must be made.

         
         Her sister. Or her mother.

         
         She wavered as if the ground wanted to swallow her in one bite—part of her wished it would.

         
         “You can . . . do this,” her mother said.

         
         Could she?

         
         At the tender age of ten, a midwife had set a newborn slick with blood and afterbirth in her arms. Her heart brimming with
            love, she’d bathed and swaddled Margaret. But love wasn’t enough. The babe couldn’t knit their family together. Barely two
            months later her mother had embarked on a journey to the Baltics. Another adventure, she’d called it. The following year her
            father and her half brother took up residence above her father’s shop, while the women remained in Mary King’s Close off High
            Street.
         

         
         Mary had endured the brunt of this new arrangement. Grumbling neighbors; the wet nurse who’d lived with them, frowning her
            disapproval. It didn’t matter. Little Margaret was deeply, deeply loved.
         

         
         But the same brazier that shined on Margaret’s birth lit her mother’s sunken eyes.

         
         “Go to your father. Tell him . . . about this fever,” her mother said. “And tomorrow . . . arrange for an escort to—to Arisaig.”

         
         “You are sending me away?” Mary’s voice pitched painfully.

         
         “To Clanranald MacDonald. My kin—they will . . . look after . . . you.”

         
         Mary cuffed her watery chin. “What about you?”

         
         Eyes the shade of a storm-tossed loch scolded gently.

         
         “Mary . . .”

         
         “No, Mama!” she wailed. “Don’t make me leave you.”

         
         But her mother was already gasping instructions. In the kitchen there were silver coins in the Niderville soup tureen. They
            were hers to keep. For her future and Margaret’s. At the bottom of her mother’s traveling chest was a false bottom. She should
            hide the money there, and when the time was right, use it.
         

         
         The orders given, her mother’s head fell onto the pillow.

         
         “Dear Mary . . . you are blessed with—a—a keen mind. Use the money and . . . make a new life . . . God willing.”

         
         Her heart banged, raw and aggrieved. Why would God steal her mother? The one person who understood her? Her father, an eccentric
            silversmith, was kind when he thought of her, but for him, the sun rose and set on her half brother, the fruit of his first
            marriage. His eldest daughter was from his second wife, the fair lass from Clanranald MacDonald. His youngest daughter? Her
            paternal line was debatable. The silversmith claimed his willful wife was a blight on his reputation, but she was Mary’s bright
            morning star. She’d encouraged her eldest daughter to expand her mind and use her talents and never let a man diminish her
            worth.
         

         
         And now she was dying.

         
         “Be . . . smart,” her mother said. “Do not let . . . men turn your head as . . . they have . . . turned mine.”

         
         “I won’t.”

         
         Her mother’s dry lips cracked a smile. “Such a . . . good girl. You look . . . like me . . . when I was fifteen.”

         
         Mary stood tall, her heart and soul crumbling. “Ach a-mhàin gu bheil thu nas fheàrr.” Except you were prettier, she said in Scots Gaelic.
         

         
         Her mother’s eyelids sagged over a weakening smile. Tears bathed Mary’s face, bringing an awful awakening. Of aching loss
            and the years she’d strived to please. To be a diligent, responsible girl. Her posture, her manners, her speech—always impeccable.
         

         
         But love wasn’t enough.

         
         It never was.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            London, October 1753

         

         To prepare for an evening in a brothel, the adventurous spinster must strike a balance with the rouge on her cheeks. Too much
            and men would assume she was a harlot. Too little and men would assume she was a charwoman masquerading in silks. Add a touch
            of confidence and the blend was just right.
         

         
         Self-assurance, as it turned out, was the best cosmetic—a trait Mary Fletcher owned.

         
         Velvet slipping off her shoulders, she passed her cloak to an attendant and waded into a sea of excess. Of men feasting their
            eyes on half-dressed women posing on plinths. Of giggling nymphs playing in a fountain, and a red-headed Venus couched in
            a papier mâché shell. Pink, of course. In the middle of it all, women in gossamer Greek-styled gowns swirled around a harpist,
            the opulence fascinating. Almost dreamlike.
         

         
         Mary skimmed her collarbone, her fingertips tracing its structured line. Beside her, Cecelia MacDonald, her partner for the evening’s mayhem, snapped open a fan. 

         
         “Well, what do you think?”

         
         Mary tried for an insouciant, “Not much, I’m afraid.”

         
         Cecelia snorted delicately.

         
         “I don’t believe you.”

         
         Cecelia was right to doubt her, but Mary wasn’t about to spill her soul. She smoothed white silk panniers, her best, though
            an odd choice given their environs. Soft green vines and spring flowers had been painted on the fabric. Her gown was more
            daytime luncheon than nighttime debauchery, save two pink crescents rising from her bodice.
         

         
         She whisked her fan strategically over them.

         
         “If you must know, I noticed the organizer of this evening’s entertainment mixed their mythologies. A deplorable job, in my
            opinion.”
         

         
         “Whatever do you mean?” Cecelia asked.

         
         “Nymphs are mainly Greek, and Venus is definitely Roman. Hence, the mixed mythologies.”

         
         Hazel eyes sparkled within a green silk mask. “Your first time in a brothel, and that’s what comes to mind?”
         

         
         Her mind? She couldn’t claim control of it, not with sensual currents dusting her skin. From the glorious high ceilings to
            the gilt-trimmed mirrors, everything glimmered. She couldn’t not stare.
         

         
         Mary wetted her lips. “My second thought was how did they get a fountain to work in a ballroom?”

         
         Cecelia giggled. “Men are not here for lessons in engineering.”

         
         “And we are not here to discuss my impressions of Madame Bedwell’s establishment.”

         
         Here was Maison Bedwell, an expensive brothel in King’s Square—Soho Square to the fashionable, as it had recently been renamed.
            The house was an elegant, sizable brick structure designed by Sir Christopher Wren. Somewhere under the palatial roof, a secret
            society was known to meet. A group so clandestine, they took names such as Lady Pink and Lord Blue to hide their identities,
            even from each other. But not all of them were Jacobites, a fact Mary and Cecelia had learned from a recent find—a coded ledger
            that came into their hands. One of the society’s members had the last of the Lost Treasure of Arkaig. Gold livres, support
            the French sent seven years ago to Bonnie Prince Charlie and his rebels.
         

         
         A treasure which had disappeared.

         
         For that reason alone, Mary found herself in this luxuriant den of iniquity. Highlanders wanted their money back.

         
         She and Cecelia belonged to a Scottish league sworn to find it. Four long years they’d hunted for the treasure. This past
            summer they’d taken the first of it from the Countess of Denton. The league was hungry for more. To protect her identity,
            Mary wore a mask, though it was more precaution than necessity. As proprietor of Fletcher’s House of Corsets and Stays, she
            didn’t swim in the same social waters as the men in attendance. She sold her goods to their housekeepers and governesses,
            not their wives and daughters.
         

         
         But tonight she was a shark in silks. A huntress.

         
         A touch to her elbow and Cecelia beckoned, “Come with me.”

         
         They returned to the entry hall where loudmouthed lordlings were dropping coins into the attendant’s white-gloved palm as
            they crossed the threshold.
         

         
         Despite the ruckus, Cecelia lowered her voice. “I will investigate abovestairs.”

         
         “Where Madame Bedwell’s nymphs ply their trade,” Mary said archly.

         
         Cecelia ignored that conversational bait and nudged her chin at a wide hallway off the entry.

         
         “Meanwhile, you will investigate the gaming room. An hour should suffice, after which we’ll meet here.”

         
         Mary flicked her fan with an indolent wrist. Tonight was their first foray in the brothel, and they were here for one reason
            only—to see what they might find. Down the passage, double doors had been flung wide. Tobacco’s sweet, dark aroma and deep
            male laughter floated past them. A bastion of masculinity there.
         

         
         “Why am I investigating the gaming room?” she asked, casual. “I don’t gamble.”

         
         “Nor do you have sex.”

         
         A flush tinged Mary’s cheeks. “I’m not an innocent.”

         
         Cecelia pinned her with a knowing look.

         
         “When was the last time you even kissed a man?”

         
         She bristled. “That’s irrelevant.”

         
         Five years was the whisper in her head. Five long years.
         

         
         A fan dangling from her wrist, Cecelia was in the act of retying her mask. “You’d be agog if you went abovestairs, and we
            both know it.”
         

         
         Mary’s gaze wandered to the gaming room. Cecelia had a point. Every nerve in her body crackled, hot and alive, simply from being in a brothel. If she went abovestairs, she’d probably combust. 

         
         “Tonight is for observation only,” Cecelia said. “Look for anything that hints at Jacobite sympathies.”

         
         “That’s all? It doesn’t sound very difficult.”

         
         “It shouldn’t be. All you have to do is smile, be friendly, and listen—as one does in the company of men. I call it the art
            of paying attention.”
         

         
         “Our four years in London, and that’s how you’ve gathered information?”
         

         
         Cecelia rolled her shoulder like a woman born to flirt. “Men want to talk to a beautiful woman, which means they’ll be desperate
            to talk to you.”
         

         
         Mary pinched her lips. Prettiness was Cecelia’s calling card. For Mary, it was a bother and the subject, a matter of contention.
            Commentary on a woman’s power often ensued, specifically, Mary refusing to use hers—a silly argument as far as she was concerned.
         

         
         “I also have friends in interesting places,” Cecelia said, smiling.

         
         “Your paid spies.”

         
         “Indeed, they are paid. But never forget, beauty is as valuable as any coin. Only you decide how to spend it.”

         
         To which Mary huffed. Poised and pale, Cecelia fixed a pin in her hair, the corners of her mouth curving kindly as though
            she understood a woman’s hidden fears and, at the tender age of twenty-five, was already miles ahead.
         

         
         “Be safe, Mary.”

         
         “Always.”

         
         Theirs was a gentle parting. Mary stowed her fan in her petticoat pocket, a harmless accoutrement, while a treasonous coin nestled deep in Cecelia’s pocket. Showing it guaranteed admittance to the secret society who gathered in Maison Bedwell; when and where they met inside the brothel was the mystery. Cecelia would probably uncover it tonight. 

         
         Mary watched her take the grand staircase, elegant and unhurried, the hem of her green silk sacque gown dragging behind her.
            Wet-skirted harlots in flimsy attire climbed the same stairs with amiable men in tow.
         

         
         A wealth of secrets must live in Madame Bedwell’s home. Smile, be friendly, and listen, and she would find them. Was subterfuge really that easy?
         

         
         Laughter leached from the gaming room, shades of lust coming with it. Two footmen in pink-and-white livery headed toward that
            hallway with serving trays tucked under their arms. One with auburn hair, broad shoulders, and a lovely smile slowed his step
            to wink at her.
         

         
         A soft exhale passed her lips. She smiled back.

         
         Had she acquired a taste for adventure?

         
         She idly stroked the high curve of her breast. Perhaps she had. The gaming room was wide open. Only a certain kind of woman
            would pass through those doors.
         

         
         For one night she would be that woman.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Like a moth to a flame, she strode into Madame Bedwell’s gaming room. A pretty blonde in black silk ruled a green baize table.
            Faro, by the look. Her slender fingers shuffled cards while men crowded her table with fistfuls of money. Behind her a giant
            ham-faced rogue presided. The director, the room’s overseer. Not a man to cross.
         

         
         Mary ambled past rows of card tables and games of Hazard mildly disappointed. If Madame Bedwell spared no expense in the ballroom,
            she was flinty in here. Carpet was thin, paneled walls were scratched, and the harlots’ silk stays were beyond the first gleam.
            None of those women gave her a second look. They were too busy draping themselves on men. Sea captains, portly bankers, men
            of quality. None who cried secret society.
         

         
         She scrunched her nose. The art of paying attention was not so appealing in here.

         
         Both hands resting in her silk panniers, she slowed her steps and forced herself to absorb the room.

         
         Tables and chairs crammed together. The clamor vulgar. Dice clattering, men guffawing. Paintings of dubious quality covered the walls. A bland repetition of nude women. Her gaze traveled from one painting to the next. All of them were the same—plump limbs and vacant eyes—except the painting at the end of the room. 

         
         Goose bumps pricked her skin. A modestly covered woman lounged in a chair, a red flower in her outstretched palm. She squinted
            at the flower. Was it a tartan rosette? It was hard to tell with smoke fogging the low-ceilinged room. Men and their cheroots.
         

         
         But the woman in the painting . . .

         
         She marched forward until her nose was inches from the red knot. It was a plaid with thin black-and-yellow lines flanking
            a wider black weave. One had to be close to see the pattern and the small key underneath the rosette. She searched the plain
            wooden frame.
         

         
         The scratched brass plate nailed to the wood read betty burke at rest.
         

         
         A thrill spiked in her veins. Betty Burke, the identity Charles Stuart took when he dressed like an Irish maid and fled Scotland.
            One could even say the maid’s features were strikingly masculine, even similar to the pretender.
         

         
         Someone has a sense of humor.

         
         And she found her first clue.

         
         Chin up, she took a triumphant half step back. At least the woman wore a shift and stays, which was more than the other paintings
            in the room.
         

         
         Another step and—

         
         “Shouldn’t you have less clothes on?” a beer-drenched voice called out.

         
         She spun around. A bald sailor was leering at her across a square table.

         
         A white-bearded sea captain close to her hip turned in his chair. “’Course not,” he said. “A man’d miss the pleasure of undressing her.” 

         
         Men snickered. Her pannier was bumping the captain’s chair. She brushed the silken mass aside.

         
         “I seem to have disturbed your game. Please forgive me, sir.”

         
         He manacled her wrist with one hand. “You’re a fine piece.” The captain slapped his thigh. “Come join me.”

         
         She was horrified. “On your lap?”

         
         “Best seat in the house.”

         
         She gagged on his whisky-imbued chuckle, but fine manners forbade her from pointing out he had no lap. His belly sagged over
            most of it.
         

         
         “Thank you, but I am not interested in a game of cards.”

         
         A smirking harlot sauntered by. “Stumbled into the wrong room, have you?”

         
         Her esteem for those women rose a notch. How did they manage this night after night? Cooing, flirting, laughing, the women
            in Madame Bedwell’s employ never stopped, and she was too irked to smile, be friendly, and listen. A useless strategy when a man’s sweaty hand clamped her wrist.
         

         
         She tried to pull free. “Unhand me, sir.”

         
         The florid-faced captain laughed and jerked her closer as if they played a game. Angry heat gathered behind her mask.

         
         “What a despicable man.” She yanked harder, a curl flopping over her eye. “Let. Me. Go.”

         
         His mirth fading, the captain squeezed her wrist, but pride forbade her from crying out as he hefted his bulk from the chair.

         
         “Got a sharp tongue on you.”

         
         “You don’t know the half of it.”

         
         They were nearly toe to toe, his bushy white nose hairs visible. Perspiration sprang from his temples, and his eyes had shrunk
            to cruel, dark spots. What an abominable oaf. Shoulders set, she speared him with a haughty stare.
         

         
         “My first night in this establishment and I have come to a conclusion.”

         
         The captain leaned in menacingly. “What might that be?”

         
         Not to be put off, she leaned in too. “That London’s finest actresses live here. They’d have to be to feign ardor for one
            such as you.”
         

         
         A harlot lounging against the wall clapped a hand over her mouth. Another turned away, giggling. Unfortunately, those two
            didn’t rush to help. Mary was alone in this fight—an adventurous spinster’s misfortune.
         

         
         “Think you’re too good for the likes of me?” the captain asked.

         
         Fury sharpened her syllables. “I am too good for you.”
         

         
         His face turned claret and she swayed backward into a wall.

         
         “Let her go, Culpepper,” said a deep-timbred voice.

         
         Tension shot to her toes. Not a wall, a man. Firm, tall, and solid as brick.

         
         A possessive hand slipped around her waist. She swallowed hard, owned by the man behind her. There were layers of silk and
            linen and sturdy boned stays between them, but the shock stuck to her skin.
         

         
         The captain glared above her head. “I saw her first.”

         
         “Doesn’t matter. She’s here to meet me.” A hint of dockside toughness seeped into her rescuer’s vowels. “All night, if you must know.” 

         
         All night? There was no mistaking his inference, a point made clear when warm fingers caressed her neck.
         

         
         She was breathing faster, and his scent was . . . distracting.

         
         But the captain still had a vise grip on her arm. At nearby tables men were lowering their cards, and the director’s glower
            reached across the long room. His stance shifted as if he might leave the faro table to investigate the goings-on. She frowned,
            a bit desperate. To be tossed out her first night here would be most inglorious—she, who’d never been tossed from anything.
         

         
         “If you don’t mind, I would like to leave with a minimum of fuss.” To Culpepper she offered a hasty, “There are plenty of
            women here. I’m sure one of them would enjoy the pleasure of your company.”
         

         
         “As I shall enjoy yours,” the man behind her said for benefit of all.

         
         He was toying with her choker’s gold medallion. Soft, featherlight touches chased by sweet, irksome tingles sliding down her
            neck. The thud-thud-thud of her pulse in her ears drowned out conversation. Culpepper might’ve said something, but the man at her back consumed her.
         

         
         Who is he?

         
         His hand on her stomacher applied masterful pressure, enough to keep her in place, let her know he was in charge. She covered
            his hand with her own and explored. Large, warm, rough knuckles. A man who labored, yet his consonants were a gentleman’s,
            clean and round. Definitely educated.
         

         
         Long fingers linked with hers.

         
         “Are you satisfied?” he whispered above her ear.

         
         Their clasped hands tugged a thread inside her. This was the first time a man held her hand, albeit from an awkward angle.
            More grasp than hand-holding, she decided, yet potent enough to make her thoughts watery and vague.
         

         
         From three tables away, a black-haired gentleman preoccupied with his cards spoke up.

         
         “Let her go, Culpepper. This is not a Wapping Wall brothel. Women in masks pay for their entertainment, and women without
            masks are the entertainment.” His glance sliced the captain. “Know the rules or you’re gone.”
         

         
         Culpepper grumbled under his breath and released her. “My mistake, milord. I meant no harm.”

         
         She rubbed her sore wrist, a reminder that she was the insulted party on the tip of her tongue. Wisdom made her swallow it.
            Men. They had the finesse of mongrels. One fact was certain; the black-haired gentleman held court at his table. Equally noteworthy
            was a tall blonde woman in leather breeches and jackboots standing by as if she had his lordship’s back.
         

         
         Quite an establishment, was Madame Bedwell’s. London’s oddest creatures gathered here.

         
         A droopy-eyed man at the captain’s table sniffed loudly.

         
         “Captain, are you in? Or out?”

         
         Culpepper looked sourly at Mary and the man behind her. “Deal me in,” he grumbled and dropped into his chair.

         
         Relieved, she sank against her brawny rescuer. Liquid pliancy lingered in her veins. The din resumed. Men talking, women laughing, cards shuffling. She tried to spin around but a strong arm lashed her waist. 

         
         “We’re not done,” was the murmur at her ear.

         
         “No?”

         
         “Culpepper’s had too much to drink,” he said. “And he doesn’t take kindly to slights.”

         
         “Don’t worry. I wasn’t going to let his table of cutthroats hurt you.”

         
         His low laugh vibrated along her back. “A good tongue-lashing doesn’t work on that sort.”

         
         Her exhale stirred the curl hanging over her nose. “You, I collect, are skilled at keeping that sort in line.”
         

         
         “I do well enough.”

         
         She angled her head, catching a hint of cedarwood and musk. “And now you’re volunteering your services to see me safely away.”

         
         “For a price.”

         
         His scandalous warmth seeped into her like a cozy blanket. She didn’t want to leave. If she pushed an inch off her toes, his
            lips would graze her ear, and her bottom would brush his baubles.
         

         
         Eyes glazing, she was sorely tempted to test the symmetry of his body with hers.

         
         “I’m sorry to disappoint,” she said. “But unlike other masked women here, I am neither titled nor wealthy.”

         
         “Which makes your presence at Madame Bedwell’s all the more interesting—Miss Fletcher.”

         
         She stiffened. “You have the advantage, sir.”

         
         She slipped her hand behind her and dug her fingernails into the gentleman’s wool-covered thigh. He was big and unyielding.
            Definitely a laborer.
         

         
         “Move your hand a few more inches,” he said quietly. “And you’ll find a more telling part of my anatomy.”

         
         Heat rippled through her. She breathed more of his cedarwood musk.

         
         He smelled like an expensive mistake.

         
         “Sheathe your claws,” he said. “Then, you and I can continue our conversation in a safer place.”

         
         “Why should I? When I can simply walk away from you?”

         
         His breath tickled her when he whispered, “Are you not the least bit curious?”

         
         Heaven help her, she was. His voice alone poured sweet goose bumps down her back.

         
         “Of a man threatening blackmail?” she whispered back, peevish.

         
         “A harsh word, blackmail. You’ve trusted me in the past, Miss Fletcher. It’s in your best interest to trust me again.”
         

         
         Peals of laughter expanded in the gaming room, the noise enough to scramble one’s mind. Or was the chaos inside her entirely
            because of the gentleman at her back? His confident arms slid across her stomacher, and just like that, she was free.
         

         
         She touched where his hand had been on her neck and turned, stunned.

         
         Dazzling aquamarine eyes clashed with hers. Like pieces of polished glass, those eyes. They belonged to Mr. Thomas West, owner of a whaling concern. A strapping man with a piratical scar on his cheek, he embodied rough refinement. Sun had streaked gold in brown hair clubbed at his nape. His jaw was shaved and his cravat starched, a sign of his civility. But she wasn’t fooled. The rugged shipmaster carried a bit of salt air and rigging wherever he went. 

         
         A sea wolf to be sure.

         
         “Mr. West.” She was cool, her hand dropping to her side.

         
         “Miss Fletcher.”

         
         He took in the silk mask and her hair piled on her head, sparks searing her wherever his gaze wandered—especially when it
            landed on her bosom. The shipmaster’s mouth quirked as if he couldn’t believe his fortune at being the sole recipient of an
            up-close, magnanimous display of flesh.
         

         
         She wanted badly to regain her composure, but a curl still hung over her eyes from her tangle with Culpepper. She brushed
            the lock off her face with all the hauteur a spinster in a brothel could muster.
         

         
         “I daresay you have some questions,” she said.

         
         His attention climbed to her face.

         
         “A few.”

         
         “Then you will be pleased to know I won’t answer them. So don’t bother asking.”

         
         He grinned and shook his head. “Not one question?”

         
         “No.”

         
         The memory of his hands on her body unsettled her. They were business acquaintances after all. During the autumn season she
            purchased whalebones and baleen from West and Sons Shipping for her shop, and oil for her lamps. And she was always properly
            garbed. Neckerchiefs, mobcaps, practical wool.
         

         
         Once she’d visited his shipyard at Howland Great Wet Dock to forge a key, an arrangement brokered by Will MacDonald, a friend of her league’s. She was pleased Mr. West didn’t mention that. 

         
         She was equally pleased not to receive a lecture about the damaging effects of being in a brothel. The latitude given to noblewomen did not trickle down
            to shopkeepers. At almost thirty years old, she’d lived too long and seen too much to care. Perhaps the same was true of Mr.
            West? There was a rawness about him. A man who’d tamed the sea, whispered to mermaids, and lived to tell the tale. He was
            a gentleman, of course, but that scar and his tantalizing scent—dangerous.
         

         
         She pulled out her fan to blow cool air on hot skin.

         
         “I’d prefer you simply walked away and forgot that you saw me.”

         
         “Liar,” he said in a silken voice.

         
         She balked, but skin crinkling at the outer corners of his eyes softened her ruffled feathers.

         
         “Admit it, Miss Fletcher. You’re just as surprised at finding me here as I am at finding you in this unlikely place.”

         
         She pursed her lips. “Perhaps.”

         
         His unblinking gaze was backlit with enough admiration to send fresh warmth up and down her body.

         
         “Considering your encounter with Culpepper, it’s advisable that we keep up our ruse.” He checked the room and dropped his
            voice, “It gets lively in the wee hours here.”
         

         
         Lively was a kind description for the room full of raucous, glossy-eyed men. Servants were scurrying in with frothy pints, ensuring
            patrons would stay deep in their cups.
         

         
         “By our ruse, you mean that I’m here for an assignation,” she said.

         
         “Yes.”

         
         She touched her mask like a talisman. The brothel teemed with life, its own cosmos. Sensual currents floated as free as the
            haze of smoke from men puffing their cheroots. Women threaded the room, their strides fluid, but none were masked. Earlier
            in the evening, plans for finding the information about the secret society had dominated her conversation with Cecelia, leaving
            her sparse on the particulars of Madame Bedwell’s house rules.
         

         
         “Do women of means come here often?” she asked, entranced by the interplay of men and harlots.

         
         “I’m not aware of their frequency, but, yes, a small number do.”

         
         She lifted her face to his, intent, curious.

         
         “Do women come here to meet you?”

         
         Aquamarine eyes flared with astonishment until a dark primitive flame overtook their depths.

         
         “Answering that would be . . . indelicate.”

         
         “Yet, you didn’t hesitate to say that I’m here for an assignation.”

         
         “For the greater good of helping you.”

         
         She leaned close, almost touching him. “But you imagined it. My assignation . . . with you.”

         
         His mouth tugged beguilingly. “I did.”

         
         Her heels were sinking in a sea of possibilities, a delightful metaphor for the forbidden mire in which she found herself
            and the tall, scarred shipmaster. The black fire in his eyes expanded, and his voice changed, low and grained, the more they
            talked.
         

         
         Intriguing.

         
         She cocked her head, perusing him through her lashes. “And in this imaginary assignation, did we agree to meet here? Or did
            I pay handsomely for you?”
         

         
         His laugh had a primal quality. “You paid, and we had no regrets.”

         
         She worked her fan, loose curls teasing her hot skin. They were teetering on an impossible precipice.

         
         “Once a woman procures a room of her own, how does she go about inviting a gentleman to join her?” she asked.

         
         An enchanted Mr. West studied her, the effect dizzying.

         
         “She informs him directly.”

         
         “An interesting approach.” She shrugged, indifferent, but it was an act, and they both knew it. “Where’s the mystery? The
            seduction?”
         

         
         His was a sea wolf’s smile. And she, the morsel he wanted.

         
         “Forthrightness is seductive—in the right measure.”
         

         
         She contemplated that. “Are you suggesting that men prefer to be the hunters? And women, their prey?”

         
         “It is the rules of nature, Miss Fletcher.”

         
         She touched her fan to his chest and whispered, “Sometimes nature likes to be played with.”

         
         Mr. West sucked in a fast breath. The inferno in his eyes threatened to char her. She dragged her fan lightly over his waistcoat’s
            top buttons, wringing one last tantalizing ounce from their conversation.
         

         
         “I wonder, if deep down, sir, you wish to be played with.”

         
         His sculpted mouth curved, mysterious and beautiful. “That is something to ponder.”

         
         The air taut, they considered each other. The noise, the crowded room vanished, such was the buzz in her ears. Interminable
            seconds passed with Mr. West’s gaze flickering over her. She took a safe half step back, a reprieve from flirtation’s crackling
            heat.
         

         
         His smile eased, polite and congenial, and their talk steered to safer topics: the room’s abominable air, the growing crowds,
            and the lack of seating unless one wanted to gamble. She was thankful for Mr. West’s tacit agreement to cease their carnal
            conversation, yet his focused, lively eyes assured her no one else existed. In a brothel, of all places, where the other women
            in attendance were meant to lure men.
         

         
         Looking into his eyes, she almost felt time stop.

         
         One taste of him. That’s all I want.

         
         What defiance, her flesh. It needed to be squashed.

         
         In her side vision, another woman smiled benignly at her. The artist’s rendering of Betty Burke. Her shoulders sank: duty
            was calling. The league, her clan, the gold—her reasons for venturing into Maison Bedwell in the first place.
         

         
         Her gaze dropped to the painted rosette. She’d seen enough.

         
         She swayed closer to Mr. West, careful not to touch him. “Perhaps now would be a good time for you to escort me away from
            here.”
         

         
         “Agreed.”

         
         His hand was on her elbow, and she soaked up everything about him. His touch, his resolute profile, the cedarwood and musk clouding him. She smiled privately as they walked. How primitive, her scenting a man. She knew his eyes, his mouth, the angle of his scar, but she couldn’t say what Mr. West was wearing beyond his cravat and the wool she touched on his thigh—rather flummoxing for a woman who earned her coin with a needle and thread. 

         
         She was about to rectify that with a side glance when a voice intruded.

         
         “Didn’t think you liked them so glacial.”

         
         The dark-haired lord had spoken while perusing the cards in his hand.

         
         “Lord Ranleigh.” Mr. West stopped their progress. “You know as well as I do, the cooler the woman, the hotter she burns . . .
            given the right touch, of course.”
         

         
         Smug male laughter cascaded across the tables. A retort wanted out but she stifled it.

         
         Did all men lose their manners in a brothel?

         
         His lordship’s stare roamed over her, intense and interested.

         
         She stared back.

         
         With an arrow-straight nose, hair like polished jet, there was an air of worldly grace about him. His clothes, she noticed.
            Cream-colored figured silk made on a draw loom stretched across his shoulders. The costly weave was a creation from Milan
            or Vienna, she guessed. Privileged and insolent he might be, but his lordship had, of a sort, come to her aide.
         

         
         A frisson scraped her skin when his gaze joined hers.

         
         Elegant and deadly came to mind. Not a man to cross.
         

         
         Lord Ranleigh’s onyx stare sent a message, but she was too new to subterfuge to grasp the meaning. Or her senses were too swamped. 

         
         His lordship flicked a dismissive lace-covered wrist. “Enjoy your evening.”

         
         She was glad to leave, yet, when she passed through the doorway, a ghost of a chill chased her. She peered over her shoulder.
            Lord Ranleigh fiddled with his cards while the blonde in jackboots bent low to whisper in his ear. Her razor-sharp eyes tracked
            Mary.
         

         
         Definitely not a woman to cross.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         As they reached the entry hall nearly a dozen noblemen poured into Maison Bedwell, rain spitting at their backsides. They
            paid the attendant and began shedding greatcoats and hats into the arms of waiting footmen. Miss Fletcher broke away from
            Thomas and folded her fan, the very polite and very icy version of her back in place.
         

         
         “Thank you, Mr. West. Your assistance was invaluable.”

         
         “It was my pleasure.”

         
         The Scotswoman was distracted, drifting toward the newcomers.

         
         Had he been dismissed? Arms crossed, he waited.

         
         She circled the crowd, searching for someone. He’d keep her in sight but he wouldn’t follow. Pride, certainly, and he had
            fair knowledge of her. Miss Fletcher might look like a confection in white silk, but her beauty came with a bite. London’s
            whaling trade was small, and the corset maker had a reputation for being cool and headstrong. She had to be. The business
            of corsets and stays was largely the province of men.
         

         
         Which gave him pause—Miss Fletcher might’ve come here with a man.

         
         He rested a shoulder on the wall.

         
         Competition was inevitable.

         
         He’d wait and see who it was. The men in the entry were gaping at her, their heads whipping left to right when she passed
            by.
         

         
         “Fools,” he said under his breath.

         
         They missed the better part of her. The callouses and scars on her fingers. Her blunt nails and red knuckles. Their quizzical
            glances were an attempt to size her up. He pitied them. Miss Fletcher wasn’t of their ilk. Her gait too brisk, her gaze too
            direct, and her nature too focused. Their way of life would bore her to tears.
         

         
         Which begged the question—why was she here?

         
         His jaw had nearly unhinged when he spied her across the gaming room. He’d left a promising game of Hazard to see what she
            was about. Their conversation which followed, illuminating.
         

         
         Miss Fletcher was an enigma. Her skin, pearlescent under chandeliers. Her lips, lush and pillowy. The other pillowy parts on full display had stunned him. Such largesse considering the corset maker was usually prim and proper.
         

         
         A footman stopped to speak to her, pointing at the front door. She bestowed a smile on him, and the sod practically melted
            on the spot. Yet, Miss Fletcher was not a purposeful seductress. She seemed not to care about her effect on men, all but ignoring
            the newcomers. Her polite rebuffs sent that gaggle of men to the ballroom. Revelry dimmed when a footman shut the ballroom
            doors behind them.
         

         
         Finally, some peace and quiet.

         
         Miss Fletcher waited in the heart of the room, her head and neck craning at the ceiling.

         
         “Rather deceptive,” she muttered.

         
         He looked up. Frescoes covered the high-arched entry. “What’s deceptive?”

         
         Her chin dropped. “You’re still here,” she said, mildly surprised.

         
         “Where else would I be? I did say I’d see you safely out.”

         
         A gentle smile creased her lips. “What an honorable man you are, Mr. West, but that’s not necessary.”

         
         She stayed put. He did the same, his shoulder stuck to the wall. So that’s how she’s going to play it. Despite their extraordinary night, Miss Fletcher wanted to put them both back on the neat shelf of merchant and shopkeeper
            as if this interlude never happened.
         

         
         He wasn’t having it.

         
         “What’s wrong with the frescoes?” he asked.

         
         She waved vaguely at the vaulted ceiling, each section a vignette.

         
         “You don’t see it? Nude women lolling on the grass. Nude women laughing on swings. And nude women riding on . . .” She huffed
            and grumbled, “Never mind,” when a servant delivered her cloak.
         

         
         “Please,” Thomas said. “Do go on.”

         
         The Scotswoman whirled black velvet over her shoulders. “I really must go. My friend is waiting for me.”

         
         Friend, is it?

         
         “But you haven’t finished.” He pointed at the frescoes. “We are in a brothel, Miss Fletcher. Unclothed women are part of the
            transaction.”
         

         
         Gleaming beads encircled knowing eyes while she tied a bow under her chin. “Indeed, we are in a brothel, but those painted women are an overly cheerful lot.” 

         
         “Why wouldn’t they be?”

         
         “Their cheer is the deceit.”
         

         
         “Then it’s not their nakedness which bothers you,” he said. “It’s their demeanor.”

         
         Miss Fletcher was migrating closer to him. Her bow finished, a small frown showed above it. He grinned, delighted at having
            ruffled her feathers.
         

         
         “Have I struck an uncomfortable note?” he asked.

         
         “Not . . . quite.”

         
         He canted his head. “Explain yourself.”

         
         Miss Fletcher studied him as if she played a bigger conversational game and he, the unwitting opponent.

         
         “It is not an appropriate topic of conversation.”

         
         “What about our conversation in the gaming room?” he goaded. “Was that appropriate?”

         
         She rewarded him with an amiable smile. “Fair logic, Mr. West, but I am trying to be delicate.”

         
         “I don’t need delicate.”

         
         “Ah, that’s right,” she said, drawing near. “You have a taste for forthrightness.”

         
         “Most men do.”

         
         The Scotswoman pinned him with an artful gaze. “Then you’ll appreciate my indelicate summation that you, like most men, think the sun rises and sets on your John Thomas.”
         

         
         He grunted. What a saucy piece. With black velvet draping luscious curves, she made an enchanting picture until her pretty mouth spilled more sacrilege.
         

         
         “And like most men, you believe women bask in the glory of your virality. The truth is most women do not.”

         
         He tried to be casual, arms crossed and all. “Never had a woman complain.”

         
         Miss Fletcher hooked a finger through a buttonhole on his coat, and a carnal earthquake rocked him.

         
         “Oh, I’m sure the stars shimmered, and the moon shined brighter,” she said teasingly soft.

         
         A grin broke despite an effort to quash it. “Never said I inspired poetry.”

         
         Her answering smile told him he’d brought a pistol to a cannon fight.

         
         “I tried to warn you.”

         
         Her gentle tug on his coat ran a plumb line, hot and fast, south of his navel.

         
         Bloody hell—this woman would make a monk cry.

         
         He was mildly affronted, highly curious, and vexingly aroused. A strange effect. The Scotswoman disassembled him, piece by
            piece, yet the more she talked, the more transfixed he was by her and her genteel Edinburgh accent. There was an educated
            back-of-the-mouth treatment Miss Fletcher gave to her words. Definitely a voice to warm his cockles on a cold winter’s night.
         

         
         This was a first, a woman’s voice inciting lust.

         
         What was next? Worshipping her knees?

         
         “You sound confident,” he said, a touch surly.

         
         Her shrug slight, Miss Fletcher let go of his coat.

         
         “I am. As the only female corset and stays maker in London, women confide in me. Lots of women, and I’ve found their stories
            remarkably similar.”
         

         
         He shifted off the wall, missing her hand on his coat.

         
         “What do they say?”

         
         Noise burst from the ballroom. A doe-eyed harlot and a barrel-chested man, his cravat fluttering loose, traipsed through the entry. A footman scurried from the shadows and shut the ballroom’s gilt-trimmed doors as though he could dam revelry’s tide. 

         
         Miss Fletcher watched the footman, raising her hood and hiding her glorious hair.

         
         “Every day women come and go to my shop. None of them have any idea what others have told me. But mark me, sir. They’re honest.
            About half the women tell me they feign enthusiasm in bed, while others confess to lying limp as yesterday’s fish. The number
            who do find pleasure in the act is quite small, I’m afraid.”
         

         
         He could feel a scowl growing.

         
         “You’re telling me most women in London find no pleasure in bed sport?”

         
         Her answer was a long-suffering exhale. “You’re a smart man, Mr. West. Do the math. Most of the wives who visit my shop say
            it’s their marital duty.” She eyed the frescoes almost bored. “You and I both know, for harlots, it’s a job.”
         

         
         He glanced at the painted ceiling, irritated. Those frolicking women. Their smiles were overbright.

         
         “What about your pleasure?”

         
         The gruff question popped out. It bordered on too much, but this was an evening of excess. Miss Fletcher merely brushed back
            a blasted curl, which kept falling on her cheek.
         

         
         “I really must go,” she said. “My friend is waiting.”

         
         He tensed like a predator. “Your friend?”

         
         She started walking backward, confident. There’d be no more womanly secrets, and no utterance on who waited for her.

         
         “Promise me you will forget this night,” was her request.

         
         “Our flirtation?” He advanced on her. “Not a chance.”

         
         Her silk petticoats shushed prettily.

         
         “It cannot happen again,” she said.

         
         “Why not?”

         
         The footman in pink-and-white livery whisked open the front door, doing his best to blend into the woodwork. The rain had
            stopped, a dense mist replacing it. Miss Fletcher swept into the night, and he joined her on the front step.
         

         
         “Please, don’t follow me,” she said.

         
         “You don’t want me to see you safely to your carriage?”

         
         “I’m a capable woman, Mr. West. I’ve spent years seeing myself in and out of carriages.”

         
         Therein was the problem—the corset maker didn’t need a man.

         
         Years of good breeding and gentlemanly fiber demanded that he see her safely away. He searched the damp square for clues as
            to where she was going. Candle lamps hung from trees in the center garden. Carriages clustered the road outside Maison Bedwell,
            their lamps chips of light. Cloaked in black, Miss Fletcher would disappear into that darkness.
         

         
         But his feet and hers weren’t moving.

         
         She tipped her face to his. “Let me go.”

         
         “I’m not stopping you,” he said.

         
         Silver spectral eyes beguiled him. He’d seen the color once in nature, north of the North Sea where storm clouds sank into the water. Deep mysteries lived there. So did elusive creatures barely known to man. The same could be said of the dark-haired siren from Scotland. Standing with her was a taste of the exquisite, an unseen tether binding them. Night blurred, a serene watercolor. Neither wanted this to end. He knew that. Miss Fletcher did, too, clutching the bow under her chin, a sable curl floating free—the moment ripe for a kiss. 

         
         Except they were on the doorstep of a brothel where men paid easy quid for a great deal more. What irony this was, him working
            hard for a kiss that would not happen.
         

         
         “Please, go inside,” she said as though she needed him to walk away.

         
         Despite the cold, damp air, he was stubborn.

         
         “Give me your right hand.”

         
         She balked. “My—”

         
         Bewildered, Miss Fletcher offered him her ungloved appendage.

         
         Water dripping down his cheeks, he folded his hands around her work-worn hand. Racked with something more powerful than lust,
            he caressed her palm. Crystalline droplets anointed her hood, drawing the eye to her beautiful face. But Miss Fletcher’s hands
            were her story. Her fingers which he touched. The small white scars which he traced. And the tip of her middle finger stained
            green from a brass thimble, which he kissed tenderly. Sweetly.
         

         
         Her lips parted on a fragile gasp.

         
         The sound rang inside him.

         
         Laborers at Howland Great Wet Dock would box a man’s ears for attaching tender and sweet to anything he did. But it was the truth, and the innocent kiss worth it. She had amused, enlightened, irked, insulted, and
            surprised him—all in one hour.
         

         
         What would happen if she gave him the night?

         
         Possibly heaving breasts, hot kisses, and lively conversation with the too-smart-for-her-own-good corset maker. He’d have her spouting poetry. Shite, he’d spout some too. 

         
         But tonight, he would let her go.

         
         “Good night, Miss Fletcher.” His voice rumbled in the dark.

         
         She hid her hand in velvet folds. “Good night, Mr. West.”

         
         Despite the Herculean resistance inside him, he forced himself to walk back
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