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            In loving memory of Dora, who stole our hearts with her gentle nature and is now chasing bunnies on the other side of the
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            September 1874

         

         Once upon a time, Marcus Stanwick had been heir apparent to the prestigious, exalted, and powerful Dukedom of Wolfford, born
            into a family that had been a favorite among royalty since the days of William the Conqueror.
         

         
         Once upon a time, he’d had friends aplenty with whom he’d enjoyed carousing, imbibing the finest liquors, and wagering on
            the fastest horses. He was respected among his peers as well as his father’s and considered to be quite the catch by the ladies
            of the ton who vied for his attention. Adored, admired, and expected to live an easy and rewarding existence.
         

         
         Once upon a time, he’d wanted for nothing and taken every aspect of his good fortune for granted, as his due.

         
         But that was all before betrayal had shattered his life. Before the Crown unmercifully stripped his family of everything they possessed—including their good name—and condemned them to fight for their survival on the streets with nothing but their wits, courage, and determination. Before the father he’d once sought to impress was hanged for treason during the summer of 1873 and the genteel mother he’d loved had died shortly thereafter—a result of the unbearable shame and heartbreak of her husband being found guilty of plotting to assassinate Queen Victoria. 

         
         Before Marcus had become someone he hardly recognized, someone swallowed by fury, hatred, and a need for revenge, someone
            with a guiding purpose much darker than the frivolousness it had once been. Someone burning with a need for retribution.
         

         
         It was that terrifying purpose that kept him awake at night and presently had him standing at the mullioned window in the sophisticatedly furnished parlor of the elegant terrace house. He fought not to catalog the plush carpets that it appeared few had walked upon, the rosewood credenza that sported not a single scratch, the exquisite and tasteful artwork that adorned the walls. He struggled not to wonder how much of it had been purchased by his dishonorable father for his notorious mistress—with an abundance of coins from the family coffers, back when the coffers had overflowed. Before they were barren of silver and gold. Before their contents and everything of importance were seized by the Crown. 

         
         For a little longer than a year, Marcus had avoided coming here, of confronting her. But desperation had finally driven him to knock upon her door. A well-appointed and stately butler—with a crooked and slightly
            off-kilter nose that hinted at a fight he’d possibly not won—had opened it and proclaimed the hour too late for visitors.
            Marcus had merely scoffed. The whore who lived within these walls would be accustomed to gentlemen arriving whenever the itch
            struck, no matter the hour’s proximity to midnight. Therefore, he’d simply given the servant a scathing glare and the words,
            “Fetch the mistress of this household,” his tone one that didn’t invite argument, one befitting a man who would one day be a duke. The tone he’d
            once used when his future was secure, and he’d known well the path upon which he trod and where it would lead. While none
            of those situations applied any longer, old habits were difficult to break.
         

         
         Without further ado, he’d barreled past the startled gent to take up his vigil by the window. He would see his father’s former
            mistress. He wouldn’t leave until he garnered every iota of information she could provide that would assist him.
         

         
         He’d only ever seen her once, and then from a distance, while his father was handing her up into a carriage. Sitting astride a black steed he no longer possessed, Marcus had followed the vehicle through the bustling London streets. He’d observed her entering this residence and when later he’d confronted his father, the scapegrace had admitted her leading role in his enjoyment of the night. Marcus had come to despise the woman for her part in deepening the cool disdain that had often marked his parents’ relationship, because after his heir had challenged him, the Duke of Wolfford had made no secret of his infidelity. The whole of London had soon learned he was cavorting with a woman young enough to be his daughter. As far as Marcus was aware, his father had never strayed from honoring his marriage vows until this brazen harlot had worked her wiles on him. 

         
         At that precise moment, the object of Marcus’s scorn swept gracefully into the room, immediately taking ownership of it. With
            her fiery red hair piled artfully on top of her head and held in place with pearl combs, a few strands dangling to tease her
            long swan-like neck, she was striking—and taller than he’d realized, only a few inches shy of his six feet and two. Highlighting
            the voluptuousness of her body, her crimson gown daringly revealed a good bit of her cleavage, clung to her ribs, cinched
            at her narrow waist, and flowed out over wide hips in a smoothly draping manner that hinted perhaps no petticoats resided
            beneath. A man could ride this woman hard, fast, rough, and she’d enthusiastically welcome his fervent attentions and return
            the favor.
         

         
         It irritated the devil out of him because he understood why she would appeal to his father, to any man with blood coursing through his veins, blood she could cause to boil. Christ, she had his cock reacting with such swiftness that for all of a heartbeat he was light-headed. He wanted to plow a fist into the wall at his own body’s unexpected betrayal. But it was only animalistic lust, not desire, not want, not attraction. Since his tumble from grace, he’d possessed neither the time nor the temperament for fornication. Besides, the sort of women who would deign to lower themselves to be taken by the son of a traitor held no appeal to him. Unfortunately, this harlot did appeal. She was a female who understood her worth and flaunted it, a woman who wasn’t shy about giving the impression she knew her way well around a man’s body. 

         
         Her gaze traveled over him slowly and thoroughly, assessing his merits—causing him to straighten his spine, hating the notion
            that she might find him lacking in any manner—before she began striding toward a delicate rosewood sideboard that housed several
            crystal decanters and an assortment of glasses. “Marcus Stanwick. I believe your preference is scotch.”
         

         
         Devil take her for knowing who he was as well as that little truth about him. But it boded well that if his sire had shared
            those intimate particulars of his heir then perhaps he’d also confided the pertinent specifics regarding his nefarious plans.
         

         
         She poured the amber liquid into two tumblers, glided over as though she walked upon clouds, and extended one toward him. “I expected you sooner.” 

         
         Such conviction in her tone, such confidence. She was not a woman to cower before him and tell him everything he required
            and demanded to know. He was going to have to alter the strategy he’d considered employing when he’d thought she’d be impressed
            by—and perhaps a bit fearful of—who he’d once been. And he’d imagined she’d be more wary that his eyes revealed who he now
            was: a man who took what he wanted without shame or remorse. When he strode down the street, people avoided him as though
            he wore a sign about his neck: Approach at your own risk. But if she was aware of any of that, she appeared determined to ignore it.
         

         
         She was more mature, older than he’d realized, somewhere north of thirty, he’d wager. As for himself, he’d only just reached
            his thirtieth year. With a measure of disgust at her for being so beautiful and himself for finding her so, he took her offering
            but let none of his emotions gush forth into his voice, keeping his tone flat and uncaring. “You have me at a disadvantage
            as I don’t know your name.”
         

         
         “Esme will suffice.” She lifted her glass, took a sip, and licked the full lips of a wide mouth that had been designed to give a man pleasure. Turning her back on him, her hips swaying provocatively, she wandered to a dark blue wingback chair near the fireplace and eased slowly into it, and he imagined her daringly easing down onto other things. A bed. A lap. A cock. His cock, damn her.
         

         
         With the elegant hand holding the glass, she indicated the chair opposite her. He shouldn’t. He should stay where he was,
            reestablish his dominance, lord over her as he had the bloody butler, but she’d left in her wake the fragrance of crisp cleanliness
            and a freshly bloomed rose, both of which had been sadly lacking from his life for much of the past year. No time for strolling
            through gardens, no interest in kissing perfumed necks. So, he followed where she led and dropped unceremoniously into the
            chair like the uncouth monster he’d become.
         

         
         He fought not to be embarrassed by the sad state of his clothing, worn and frayed. He had spared a few of his precious coins
            to visit a bathhouse for a wash and a shave before coming here, but he’d walked, and now reeked of his journey. He doubted
            this woman ever reeked. Taking a sip of his whisky, he nearly groaned at the familiar flavor. Coming from the finest of Scottish
            distilleries, it had once been his favorite. It seemed she had expensive taste in all things.
         

         
         “Is there some man upstairs awaiting your return?” he asked begrudgingly, not bothering to hide his distaste for how she’d
            chosen to make her way in the world.
         

         
         “I don’t see how my bed is any of your concern.”

         
         “My apologies. It’s not.” He sighed, remembering a time when he wouldn’t have sat in judgment, when he would have welcomed a woman such as she into his arms and been grateful that she didn’t observe Society’s strictures. The sooner he got to the matter at hand, the sooner he could leave and forget her. “You were once my father’s mistress. Did he tell you anything about his plans . . . his comrades . . . his fellow treasonous snakes that might help me find them?” 

         
         For the first time, she seemed taken aback, her golden-brown eyes widening the tiniest fraction. She tilted her head slightly
            as though taking a new measure of him, like a puppy accustomed to being kicked suddenly finding a hand willing to pet. “You’re
            searching for the other men involved in the plot to assassinate Queen Victoria? For what purpose?”
         

         
         “To restore a bit of honor to my family name,” he stated succinctly. Or at least to his own name, hoping to regain some of
            the respect his father’s actions had stolen from him. Being associated with a traitor did him no favors. “To see them tried
            and hanged as my father was, to see the country rid of them.”
         

         
         She studied him intently as though she could see into his blackened heart, one that had rotted and shriveled until he feared
            nothing that he accomplished would be enough to restore it to what it had once been or to recast him into the man he should
            have been. “Your father didn’t really come to me for conversation.”
         

         
         He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs, gripping the glass between both hands. She was his last hope for a reckoning, for proving he had no role whatsoever in his father’s misguided attempt to put another on the throne. Other than his brother and sister, everyone he’d ever known or cared about shunned him now. His other relatives, near and far, as well as those individuals he’d once considered friends, wanted naught to do with him. He was a pariah, avoided at all costs. Even she treated him with cool disdain as though he was beneath her. His jaw clenched. Beneath her, a woman with no morals. “Perhaps he mentioned something that didn’t blatantly regard the plot, something innocuous, a name,
            a portion of a conversation that made no sense or was without context. Tidbits of information must be burrowed in that beautiful
            head of yours that could at least place me on the correct path. He can’t have fucked you every second he was in your company.
            Some words had to have been exchanged. Think, woman.”
         

         
         “Think? How presumptuous of you to believe I’ve not already given considerable contemplation to every syllable uttered by your father.” She came up out of the chair in a flourish of righteous indignation, and never in his life had he felt so looked down upon, so trivial. “You and your brother were dragged to the Tower. I was hauled to Whitehall where Scotland Yard’s finest and most ruthless had a go at me. Interrogated. Intimidated. Accused. Then to Newgate for a spell in the hopes of breaking me so I might, too, confess to being involved in this ill-conceived conspiracy. Doubt thrown upon my reputation. My association with your father has ruined my life.” 

         
         Surging to his feet, he took a menacing step forward. “Yet you live in this luxury while I dwell in squalor.”

         
         Caught in a storm of emotions, not wanting her to witness or decipher them, he marched the three steps to the fireplace and
            stared at the empty hearth that so reflected the fruitlessness of his life. He was unwilling to accept that his quest was
            a waste of his time and efforts. He would never regain what he had once possessed, but by God he could at least ensure the
            next generation didn’t have to hang their heads in shame, that his father’s embarrassing actions were overshadowed by his
            own more heroic ones.
         

         
         “Why now?” she asked softly, almost gently, when he would have sworn the woman didn’t possess an ounce of tenderness. “Why
            your interest in finding the culprits now?”
         

         
         He tossed back his scotch before admitting, “I’ve been trying to find them from the beginning.”

         
         As a result of the dangers involved in his pursuit, he’d been forced to abandon his younger brother and sister, occasionally
            giving them money when he secured some but for the most part leaving them to fend for themselves. Althea had worked—worked—in a tavern, for God’s sake. Until she’d crossed paths with Benedict Trewlove, and he’d offered her other employment. Eventually she’d married him, and from what Marcus had been able to gather, was blissfully happy. Before she was under the protection of Trewlove, Griff had lived with their sister, overseeing her well-being, and toiling on the docks. But once free of his responsibility to her, Griff had joined Marcus, for a short time, in his endeavors. However, his brother was not as suited to the shadows, nor did he have the patience for a resolution that was so slow in coming. He’d left to pursue his own quest and was now a club owner and husband. While Griff was willing to finance his brother’s obsession, Marcus couldn’t bring himself to take more than had already been given. Returning to the chair, he set his empty glass on the delicate table beside it, waiting until she’d once more lowered herself. “Did Father ever mention Lucifer?” 

         
         “As in the devil?”

         
         “Possibly.” He heaved a great sigh, rife with frustration. “I don’t know. A man, a woman, a place, a thing. It’s a name that
            crops up from time to time.”
         

         
         “In what manner? Where have you searched?”

         
         He shouldn’t confide in her, but where was the harm, especially if he could unlock in her mind something his father might have told her? “There had to be others involved. Father didn’t have the mental acuity for strategizing. He was a follower, not a leader. Therefore, it is possible the plotters are still preparing to strike. With that in mind, I’ve been striving to hear whispers of another attempt. I began by spying on my father’s friends among the aristocracy. No joy to be found there. It occurred to me that if another noble is involved, he wouldn’t do the deed himself, but would hire someone with the skills, a dodgy background, and other misdeeds in his past. I’ve made my way through the darker corners of London, even letting it be known the Wolf was open to selling his services in hopes the schemers might hire me.” 

         
         She raised a finely arched auburn eyebrow. “The Wolf?”

         
         “An homage to the title that should have come to me.” The Duke of Wolfford. Only later did he realize the moniker didn’t suit.
            Wolves traveled in packs, were part of a group, a family—while he prowled and hunted alone. “I suspect I came close to discovering
            something. I had to submerge myself deeper into the shadows to avoid those who wished to end my ability to breathe.”
         

         
         Most women might have gasped or paled or appeared horrified, but she merely sipped her scotch, her gaze level. “You were attacked?”

         
         “Multiple times.”

         
         “Yet here you are.”

         
         “Here I am.” He’d left London for a while. He’d only recently let Griff know he’d returned, but he’d never shared the details
            of what he was doing with Althea. Although her husband knew the darker parts of London as well, Trewlove had more pressing
            matters to attend to these days as he’d recently discovered he was heir to a dukedom.
         

         
         “You must be very skilled at evading danger.”

         
         “I’ve learned a few things, but not enough. Lucifer. Does the name mean anything to you?”

         
         “I’m afraid not.”

         
         “You can think of nothing that my father might have uttered when lost in the throes of passion?”

         
         “Fucking me usually leaves men quite speechless.”

         
         He grimaced at her crudity, but he’d set the combative tone for this meeting, and he was rather regretting that he’d taken
            that tack. “I deserve that.”
         

         
         “Yes, you do. I have a tendency to give men what they deserve.”

         
         A small smile played at the corner of her lips indicating she was referring to pleasure as well as comeuppance. He had the
            absurd thought that he wished he’d discovered her before his father had.
         

         
         “I’m sorry I can’t be of help,” she said, regret lacing her words.

         
         “Well, it has been more than a year . . . perhaps if I’d come sooner.”
         

         
         “Why didn’t you?”

         
         Because I couldn’t stand the thought or sight of you. “I’d hoped to spare you the bother.”
         

         
         He came to his feet, and she followed suit, so gracefully. At some point in her life, she’d been well tutored. “I apologize
            for disturbing your evening.”
         

         
         “I had nothing pressing on my schedule. Should I recall something that might offer some assistance, where would I find you?”

         
         “You shan’t. But leave a message with my brother at the Fair Ladies’ and Spare Gentlemen’s Club.” Griff owned the establishment where unmarried people sought companionship. “He’ll see that I get it.” 

         
         “Ah, yes, I’ve heard rumors about the Fair and Spare. It’s quite the scandalous place from what I understand. Is he working
            with you then?”
         

         
         “No, but he knows how to get in touch.” A lamp in an upstairs window signaled when Griff placed a message behind a loose brick
            in the facade at the rear of the club. “I shall see myself out. Good night.”
         

         
         “I’ll walk you to the door.”

         
         “Not necessary.”

         
         “What sort of hostess would I be if I left you to simply wander off?”

         
         He was tempted to ask how she’d met his father, how they’d come to be, why she’d gone with an old man—but based upon how she
            lived, his father had done well by her, or someone had. Did she have a lover now? A woman such as she wouldn’t go long without
            a protector. Before he could indulge his curiosity, he strode for the door. She easily kept pace with him. The advantage of
            a woman with long legs, and he fought not to envision them wrapped tightly around his hips. It angered him that he should
            be so drawn to the vixen.
         

         
         He opened the door, crossed onto the landing, and when he would have pulled the door shut, he discovered she’d wedged herself into the opening. 

         
         “Take care of yourself, Marcus Stanwick,” she said quietly, and yet, it still sounded like a command.

         
         He wondered where she gained her confidence, wished some other reason had brought him to her, one that would allow for all
            the exploring of her in which he wished to indulge. He gave a curt nod before jaunting down the steps, through the small wrought
            iron gate, and into the night.
         

         
          

         Having returned to her chair by the fireplace in the parlor, Esme Lancaster was soon joined by more pleasant company: Laddie,
            her black-and-white cocker spaniel. After bringing her companion to her lap, she allowed her thoughts the luxury of contemplating
            her recent guest.
         

         
         Marcus Stanwick was certainly more handsome than his father. His midnight-black hair had been recently trimmed. His eyes were a deep blue but when he’d come close to her with a fury that caused them to burn an even deeper hue, she’d realized that within the irises were the tiniest streaks of gray. They’d made him more intriguing than he should have been. She liked that she had to tip her head up slightly to meet and hold his gaze. Unlike his father, he had yet to go to fat, although she suspected he might never follow that route. In spite of the fact that his clothing didn’t fit him particularly well, he was a fine specimen of toned muscle and brawn. He’d certainly not been idle since being tossed onto the streets. 

         
         It was also obvious that he loathed her, not that she blamed him. Her association with his father had painted her as a scarlet
            woman, and it had been a role she’d had no choice except to embrace. She’d gone to a great deal of bother to ingratiate herself
            to the duke, to intrigue him, and ensure he wanted to spend time in her company. Much to her chagrin, however, their relationship
            had been on public display for much of the time they were together, which had been a little over two months. Most married
            men preferred to keep their liaisons secret, but for some reason, Wolfford had felt a need to boast. Perhaps because he’d
            been nearing the ripe old age of sixty and wanted it known that he still had it within him to attract the attention of a much
            younger woman. He’d squired her around London as though he didn’t have a wife and grown children to embarrass. His behavior
            had always baffled her, but because of it, his elder son had now made an appearance at her door. She had guessed at his preference
            for scotch, had seen the flash of irritation cross his features, and known she’d gotten it right. She wondered what else regarding
            him she might guess correctly if given the opportunity. Figuring things out about people was one of her strong suits, had
            been ever since she was a child.
         

         
         Her mother had spent a good bit of time whipping Satan out of her when she was a wee one, although she’d never fully understood what she’d done to deserve the punishment. She’d begun to suspect it was the manner in which she struggled to make sense of the world, the way she focused intently on anything or anyone she found puzzling until she was able to fit what she knew into some semblance of order that put all her questions to rest. A vicar who visited her mother far too often when Esme’s father was away; a sweets shop owner who paid far more attention to boys than girls; an inordinate number of children in the village who so closely resembled the eldest son who lived in the large manor house on the hill. 

         
         From her father she’d learned to be observant. Whenever he wasn’t off fighting for queen and country, he would take her on
            strolls and periodically question her about their surroundings. What color was the frock worn by the blond-haired girl with
            the ringlets who’d just gone into the bakery with her mother? How many lads were crouched and playing marbles in the alleyway
            they’d passed a minute ago? Once, when she was eight, he’d taken her into a toy shop in London to purchase her a doll. She’d
            been mesmerized by all the choices, had finally found the porcelain one she wanted more than she wanted to breathe—when her
            father had suddenly knelt beside her and said, “The shop is on fire. People were crowding through the door, and now they are
            stuck. How do we get out?”
         

         
         They weren’t in danger. There were no flames, but his urgency had her heart racing. She was expected to know the answer, didn’t want to disappoint him. He was one of Britain’s heroes, but more importantly, he was hers. “Through a window. And if it won’t open, we’ll throw something at it to break the glass, so we can climb out.” 

         
         “What if we get cut?”

         
         “Better than getting burned to death.”

         
         With a grin, he’d rubbed her head. “So which dolly would you like to have?”

         
         The doll wearing a fancy pink frock and large bonnet adorned with flowers had gone everywhere with her through the years and
            now sat on a corner of her vanity. It served as a reminder to always have an escape plan in case danger arrived. And danger
            had arrived, in the form of Marcus Stanwick. Yet the very last thing she’d been thinking about while he was in her parlor
            was escaping.
         

         
         Light footsteps sounded just before her butler stepped into the room and hovered slightly beyond the threshold. “I lost him.”

         
         “How far did he allow you to follow him?”

         
         “He didn’t allow it.”
         

         
         “Without a doubt he did, Brewster, or you’d have not lost him when he was of a mind to end the farce that he didn’t know you
            were about.”
         

         
         Her assistant more than butler was extremely skilled at tracking but had never been particularly talented at hiding his disgruntlement when she had the right of a situation at hand. “Only a couple of miles or so. Moved at a bloody quick pace, though. Fair wore me out. I caught a hansom back, after he disappeared.” 

         
         “Hmm. Farther than I would have thought.” Although he may have done it out of spite. “I don’t suppose he left you with an
            impression as to where he was going.”
         

         
         “He seemed to do a lot of circling and backtracking. For a while there, I thought he was lost.”

         
         A man such as Marcus Stanwick never became lost. She’d wager all she owned on that.

         
         “What are you going to do about him?” Brewster asked.

         
         “I haven’t decided.”

         
         But she was fairly certain they’d not seen the last of each other.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “Marcus Stanwick paid me a visit last night.”

         
         “Why?” The disembodied voice came from the deepest shadows in the farthest corner of the dimly lit area. It was a game he
            played, as though not being seen made him more formidable or menacing. She suspected it had something to do with the fact
            that the top of his head barely reached her shoulder. Or perhaps it was the hunch of his back. Men could be such sensitive
            creatures. Especially this one. He went by many names, but she referred to him as O.
         

         
         “He wished to know if his father had ever confided in me regarding the planned assassination, if I might know some information
            that could help him track down those involved in the plot.”
         

         
         “What did you tell him?”

         
         “That I knew nothing.”

         
         “Good. We don’t need him mucking up our plans.”

         
         “It may be a bit late for that. He asked if I was familiar with Lucifer.”

         
         “Devil take him.” In his agitation, he came partially into the wavering light provided by a half-dozen torches nestled in
            iron sconces on the stone walls. The alcove, one of many in a network of tunnels beneath the city, had few amenities but hidden
            away as it was lent itself well to clandestine endeavors, especially those that involved nefarious plots to end the reign
            of a queen. “What did you tell him?”
         

         
         She sighed with impatience at his constantly questioning that to which he should already know the answer. They were a few
            months shy of having worked together for two years. By now he should fully comprehend that she had the wherewithal to know
            what she was doing. “What do you think I told him? Nothing.”
         

         
         “And he believed you?”

         
         “Why would he not?”

         
         His smile was the sort that might make a more delicate flower’s skin crawl. But she was immune to that sort of thing. She
            had no feelings whatsoever. The heartless harlot they called her—if they bothered to call her anything at all, those who thought themselves above her in station. Although
            she’d certainly felt something troubling, a reawakening of aspects to her she’d thought long dead, as she’d sat across from Marcus Stanwick.
         

         
         “I wonder if it might be to our advantage for me to get a little closer to him,” she said as flatly as possible, even though
            the mere thought of seeing Stanwick again caused her heart to beat a little harder and her stomach to quiver as though it
            was suddenly home to an assembly of acrobats, tumbling and jumping and messing about. “Determine all that he does know or
            suspect.”
         

         
         “He’s unimportant and we’re closer than ever to accomplishing our goal.” He walked to a table that had probably seen two hundred
            years, and it wobbled as he lifted something off it. “There is to be an . . . affair at Lord Podmore’s Wednesday next. I’ve secured you an invitation. No names will be asked. Everyone will be wearing a mask.
            It is our hope that you will find the opportunity to search his study for what we seek.”
         

         
         “If it is there, I will find it.” She should leave matters as they were, should leave him where he stood, but couldn’t shake
            off the sense that Marcus Stanwick might prove to be a danger by interfering with their plans. “Stanwick believes the plot
            to assassinate Victoria is still afoot.”
         

         
         That sly grin again. “We shall soon prove him correct.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         It wasn’t often that Esme disobeyed orders, but in the two nights that had passed since Stanwick invaded her home—her peace—she’d
            been unable to rid herself of thoughts of him. He possessed a hunger, a way of prowling about like a caged animal waiting
            for the moment when it could break free of its constraints—and God help anyone in his path once he gained his freedom.
         

         
         Her gut told her that O had the wrong of it. Stanwick might provide some answers. She’d allowed him to interrogate her, while she’d questioned him little. Truth be told, she was now standing across the street from the Fair and Spare because she’d come to realize that the man had somehow managed to steal her wits not two minutes after she’d greeted him in her parlor. With his commanding presence or his devilishly handsome features or the depth of his loneliness, one that she’d recognized only because it mirrored her own. She couldn’t afford to become close to anyone, to let so much as a solitary person mean anything at all to her. Danger was her stock-in-trade. 

         
         However, it wouldn’t limit itself to her but would reach out with deadly tentacles to destroy anyone for whom she had a care.
            Therefore, it had been years since she’d known the warmth of a gentle touch, since she’d enclosed her heart in ice and her
            soul had evolved into little more than a shell that allowed her to do what was demanded of her without remorse or regret.
            She was like a cog in a machine at a factory—she had a single purpose and saw to it with an intense focus until nothing else
            mattered.
         

         
         Marcus Stanwick, however, was a distraction. She needed to know the reason, needed to understand what it was her survival
            instincts were striving to tell her.
         

         
         After crossing the street, she marched up the steps to the broad, towering man who barred entrance. She imagined him hefting
            a broadsword while dressed in the pelts of animals he’d slain. Habit had her calculating how she would take him down if need
            be. “Let me pass.”
         

         
         “Ye gots to show me yer membership card.”

         
         “I don’t have one.”

         
         “Ye wants to be a member then.”

         
         “No.” She had no use for a place where people gathered to enjoy each other’s company. She arched a brow. “I want in.”

         
         He furrowed his brow. “I can only let in members and them wot’s want to be.”

         
         “I need to have a word with Mr. Stanwick.”

         
         “’Bout membership?”

         
         She gave him a hard glare that promised retribution.

         
         Finally, he gave a curt nod. “Righto. Follow me.”

         
         Opening the door, he led her inside, and she was immediately struck by the gaiety echoing from rooms along the hallway and
            up the stairs. The people she could see were smiling and laughing, having a jolly good time. She couldn’t recall the last
            occasion when she’d smiled or laughed. The man who probably seemed a giant to most but simply large to her escorted her to
            their right and into a grand chamber with an enormous crystal chandelier and a woman sitting at a large desk. Near the window
            a man occupied a smaller desk. She immediately took a liking to Griffith Stanwick for ensuring this room was dominated by
            a female.
         

         
         “Gertie, she wants a word with Mr. Stanwick,” the bruiser said.

         
         Standing, Gertie gave her a thorough examination. “Right then. Wait here.”

         
         While she walked out, the guardian of this establishment braced his feet apart and crossed his arms over his massive chest. Was he open to being hired by someone else? Herself, for instance? She rather doubted it. The gentleman by the window had taken pencil in hand and based upon his movements was busily sketching. 

         
         She glanced around. Although austere, the room had an elegance to it. She’d expected that a place where people came to fornicate
            would appear tawdry, but Stanwick had taken measures to ensure people could walk out of here without their faces turning red
            in shame. She knew a great deal about what it was to walk in shame, mortification thrust upon her by those who had judged
            her a sinner before she was one, judged her when, until those long-ago horrendous few weeks of her youth, her worst offense
            had been snitching a biscuit from the tin when the cook wasn’t looking.
         

         
         After circling the room, her gaze returned to where it had begun: the man at the small desk. He smiled tenderly, almost gently,
            and extended a card toward her. “Here you are.”
         

         
         Ensuring her shoulders were pulled back, her posture intimidating, she approached and took his offering. It wasn’t a sketch
            of her face . . . and yet it was. Her features were all sharp angles, brittle—not by nature’s hand but by her own unwillingness
            to reveal a modicum of softness. He’d drawn the facade but had somehow managed to capture what lay beneath it. She nearly
            wept because there was only the barest hint of the trusting girl she’d once been, the one who had longed for love and acceptance.
            “What am I to do with this?”
         

         
         “Keep it.” He picked up another piece of parchment. “I draw the likeness of the members on their membership card so they’re able to enter more quickly and can’t loan it to someone who hasn’t a membership.” 

         
         Turning over the card, she saw that the other side had lines for inputting pertinent information such as name, age, and dues
            expiration. Clever. “Your talents are wasted here.”
         

         
         “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

         
         “I do not compliment. I speak but the truth.”

         
         “Few would pay me as well as Mr. Stanwick does for so simple a talent.”

         
         “It’s not a simple talent. You see what escapes the notice of most.”

         
         “But not yours.”

         
         “No, not mine.” Lives were put at risk if she didn’t notice everything.

         
         “You wished to have a word, Miss—”

         
         She quickly spun around to face Griffith Stanwick. He was blond, fairer than his brother but he possessed the same shade of
            eyes.
         

         
         “—my father’s strumpet.”
         

         
         The disgust woven through the last word was no doubt shared by Marcus Stanwick as well and accounted for his not coming to
            her sooner. Opening her reticule, she placed inside the card the artist had given her and removed a small envelope, sealed
            with purple wax. “I need you to see this delivered to your brother.”
         

         
         He dropped his gaze to the thick vellum before lifting it to hers. “For what purpose?”

         
         “If I wished you to know that information, I wouldn’t have gone to the bother of writing it out and sealing it.”

         
         “You don’t think I have the means to open the letter?”

         
         She took a step nearer until their breaths fairly collided. “I don’t think Marcus would want you to know and would be most
            disappointed in you for making his private business your own.”
         

         
         “How private?”

         
         “That is between him and me, but he offered assurance you could be trusted with my missive should I have a need. I do hope
            you won’t make a liar out of him.”
         

         
         He narrowed his eyes. “You’ve spoken with him?”

         
         She merely arched a brow.

         
         “When?”

         
         “Two nights ago.”

         
         With a hardened glare, he snatched the correspondence from her. “I’ll see he gets it. Unopened.”

         
         She gave a half nod. “Good evening then, Mr. Stanwick.” She edged past him—

         
         “You made a fool of my mother.”

         
         His harsh words caused her to stop in her tracks and glance over her shoulder. “On the contrary. I believe that honor goes to your father. He was the one to brag about his conquest of me. I prefer discretion when it comes to such affairs.” She should leave it at that but couldn’t quite bring herself to do so. “For what it is worth, however, which I suspect is very little, it was not my intention to bring any hurt to your family. I believed my relationship with your father would remain a secret, known only to us.” 

         
         His jaw tightened. “That doesn’t excuse what you did.”

         
         “No, I suppose it doesn’t.”

         
         “I’ll not see you ruin my brother.”

         
         Such conviction, such devotion, such . . . love. For a few brief seconds, she envied Marcus Stanwick. “He’s already lost everything,
            Mr. Stanwick. What worse harm exists for me to inflict upon him?”
         

         
          

         Esme knew what it was to lose everything. Lying on her bed, with the fingers of one hand buried in Laddie’s fur, the other
            holding the drawing of her face, she wondered if Marcus Stanwick had seen her as clearly as the artist had. She was extremely
            bothered by the hope springing within her that perhaps he might have. He seemed an intuitive sort.
         

         
         She was counting on that intuition when it came to the missive for him that she’d delivered. The thought of him reading and
            deciphering it sent a thrill through her. The possibility of seeing him again, matching wits with him, filled her with excitement.
            She felt as though she’d merely been existing before she walked into her parlor and saw him standing there. He’d made her
            feel as though she’d been struck by lightning and re-animated, much like Frankenstein’s creation.
         

         
         She wondered how the artist might have drawn her face at that moment, when her gaze had first collided with Marcus Stanwick’s. She was probably being very foolish to initiate contact. But she welcomed the opportunity to outwit him and gain what she needed. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         It was late, the establishment closed, when the light appeared in an upper window, one that was part of Griff’s private rooms.
            Marcus’s chest swelled with his triumphant satisfaction. It had been only two nights since he’d seen her. Esme. Yet already
            she was beckoning him.
         

         
         For a while each night since leaving her, he’d stood in the mews outside his brother’s place of business hoping—no, not hoping,
            merely checking—to see if curiosity would get the better of her, if she would remember something or at least wish to meet
            with him again. He’d regretted not lingering longer in her presence, not questioning her further, delving into her origins,
            her past . . . her present. He’d considered watching her abode, but if she truly knew nothing, his time was better spent elsewhere.
         

         
         Yet no matter how deep and dark the alleys he roamed, how dangerous his surroundings, how wicked those he encountered, the Ice Princess haunted him. It was how he’d come to think of her. Cold and calculating. He suspected she’d gathered as much information from him as he had from her. 

         
         He shouldn’t be intrigued by her and yet he was. A disappointment to himself.

         
         Looking around the mews, ensuring he was quite alone, he crossed over to the building, removed the loose brick, slipped his
            fingers inside the vacant slot that had housed it, and discovered nothing within. His brow furrowed.
         

         
         “Care to explain why you’re spending time in the company of Father’s tart?”

         
         He didn’t give a start at his brother’s voice, didn’t give any reaction at all to the words. Simply slowly returned to its
            place the means by which Griff passed him messages. If he had anything for Griff, he merely picked the lock, went inside,
            and left it on his desk. “You and I are not supposed to meet.”
         

         
         “We’re not to fuck Father’s whore either.”

         
         He spun around. “I’m not. I wouldn’t. Even the thought of touching her turns my stomach.” Although the thought of not touching her created a vivid sense of loss that he’d rather not examine, but it hovered at the edge of temptation.
         

         
         “Then why is she bringing me a message for you?”

         
         The desperation with which he wanted it in his hands, his eyes upon her words, astounded him. Not because they might help him, but because she’d penned them. Fighting back the urge to demand the letter be given to him, he leaned against the wall and folded his arms over his chest. “I visited her, yes. I thought perhaps Father might have inadvertently revealed something to her. But she could think of nothing although perhaps something came to mind after I departed.” 

         
         “She’s more beautiful than I recalled.”

         
         At one point or another, each of the duke’s children had caught sight of his mistress. “I hadn’t noticed.”

         
         “Liar.”

         
         His brother had the right of it. A man buried six feet under would notice. “You mentioned she brought me a message. Where
            the devil is it?”
         

         
         Griff held out an envelope so pristine white as to be visible and a stark contrast to the night as it caught light from the
            nearby windows and far-off streetlamps. Exhibiting extreme restraint, Marcus did not snatch it from his brother’s fingers
            and tear into it in order to see what she’d written. Casually, as though not filled with immense anticipation, he took it
            and tucked it into a pocket inside his jacket. “So how are you?”
         

         
         Griff studied him for several heartbeats. “Happy, if you can believe it. I no longer miss the old life.”

         
         “Good. What I’m doing won’t return it to you.”

         
         “Then why not give up the quest?”

         
         He couldn’t put it into exact words. “Do you remember what it was like to be dragged from our beds in the middle of the night? With no warning or explanation? Those two weeks rotting in the Tower? Treated like traitors, interrogated every day? The fear, the confusion? The shame of it? Then after we were released, the agony of watching Mother withering away in mortification at her husband’s betrayal of his country, until she lost all will to live and died shortly after he was hanged? Helpless to stop the immense tide that was taking us all under until we could scarcely breathe, were on the verge of drowning? I want to know the why of it. What did he think he would gain that was worth the risk of losing everything our forebears had accomplished? Who convinced him to take that path?” 

         
         “Perhaps his mistress.”

         
         Unexpectedly, he felt as though he’d been struck with a battering ram to the chest and had a strong need to defend the one
            woman whom he’d long loathed. “They arrested her as well.”
         

         
         “Doesn’t mean she wasn’t involved.” He shook his head. “She seemed a rather cold fish to me. I can’t imagine why she appealed
            to Father.”
         

         
         “A few minutes ago, you were complimenting her visage.”

         
         “I’ve admired beautiful marble statues. Doesn’t mean I want to fuck one. I prefer warmth in my bed.”

         
         “Perhaps I’ll be able to decipher more regarding her appeal to him when I’ve read her missive.”

         
         “I very much doubt that.”

         
         The hairs on the back of his neck rose, and he experienced a moment of irrational anger. “You read it?”

         
         “What there was to read.”

         
         He had an urge to slam his brother against the wall for intruding on something he considered private, personal. What the devil
            was wrong with him? Griff had saved his life, had killed a fellow who had sought to put an end to Marcus’s ability to breathe.
            He had earned the right to any information Marcus uncovered. “Spare me the suspense. What did she have to say?”
         

         
         “Very little. The only thing she wrote was an E. I suppose that means something?”
         

         
         A wide grin formed, the movement of his mouth strangely odd-feeling, as though unaccustomed to those muscles being used. “It
            means she didn’t trust you.”
         

         
         He was also fairly certain she wished a meeting.

         
          

         Marcus had considered slipping into her residence, into her bedchamber one evening. But he wasn’t convinced she didn’t have
            a lover and he had no desire to witness her fornicating with another. Griff might believe her to be cold in bed, but Marcus
            suspected when it came to fiery passion she could compete with a volcano. Perhaps it was only his own desire shading the way
            he viewed her. If she was all ice at all times, he had an urge to see her melted, to be the one causing the frigidness to
            thaw.
         

         
         Then he’d curse because his father had gone before him, and he had no yearning to furrow what his father had plowed. In the end, he’d decided on arranging a meeting in neutral territory and had paid a street urchin a shilling to deliver his missive: The Mermaid and Unicorn at 10 o’clock tonight.
         

         
         He expected she’d have the wherewithal to find it. She proved him correct. Sitting at the back of the tavern in Whitechapel,
            he watched her walk in one minute before the designated hour in a simple dark blue frock that left nothing of any interest
            exposed. The collar
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