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OCTOBER 1816, THE ALMONRY slums, London

Morgan Brady had long feared she would sink to her father’s low expectations. She never imagined that the final descent would be a journey of her own making.

“Cut it off.” She raked trembling fingers through her long, amber hair—one last time. “Every bit.”

Aunt Meg peered at Morgan beneath a hooded brow, her expression as mortified as those of the gargoyles haunting nearby Westminster Abbey. “Are you certain, child?”

Morgan read again the letter in her lap, delivered from the Bow Street magistrate only three hours earlier. Dear Mr. Brady, it began. We recently received your application for the advertised position. Given your sterling qualifications and fine recommendation from the Reverend Silas Merrill, I hereby request your presence at Number Four Bow Street on the morrow at two in the afternoon that we may discuss the position of assistant to the Chief Clerk in the editing of our newsletter. Until then, sincerely, Sir Nathaniel Conant, Magistrate of Bow Street.

She repeated silently the first words of the letter. Mr. Brady. Mr. Brady. Mr. Brady.

They mistakenly believed her to be a man. And why not? Nothing of her name or application indicated otherwise.

“Morgan?”

She tore her attention away from the letter to find her aunt wringing white knuckled hands, grimmer still. Three pairs of eyes behind Aunt Meg scrutinized Morgan with that quality unique to children—terrified of change but enticed by it all the same. The boys clung to one another as if expecting a deluge to wash through their moldering hovel on Tothill Street at any moment. She forced a smile for her much younger half-brothers, offering them the optimism that so eluded her. They needed their sister to be strong. She could not falter.

“I am certain, Auntie. I need this job. We all do.”

Aunt Meg unclenched her knotted fingers and heaved a defeated sigh. She retrieved a pair of sheep shears, remnants of their former country life. Morgan shifted her chair to face the cloudy mirror perched on the low bureau. Both items had belonged first to her mother and then stepmother but were now hers. The muddied, brown-eyed reflection offered no solace, but it never had. A nose too bold. A jaw too strong. Cheekbones too prominent. Not the porcelain doll face presently favored by gentlemen of Society. Her husky voice further defeated the image. Only the thick mass of wavy hair marked her as truly feminine. She squeezed her eyes shut.

“Father always said I was barely a woman, anyway.”

The whisper of snapping shears forced her eyes open to find a length of hair fluttering to the floor at her feet. She swallowed a cry but failed to contain her tears. Her aunt continued cutting with a trembling hand, speaking not a word. The little boys drew into a tighter knot, their eyes wide with fascinated alarm. She tried to smile for them again but seemed to have forgotten how.

Six and twenty, she thought, and come to this. Come to what father always claimed of me.

Morgan grieved as she watched the remains of her tenuous womanhood tumble to the floor and disappear into a growing mound of amber curls.
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Chapter One
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FOUR WEEKS LATER, BOW Street Magistrate’s Office

“You sent for me, Sir Hugh?”

The Scotsman glanced up from his writing, and his eyes lit. “Mr. Brady. Come in. Take a seat.”

Morgan approached the chair before Sir Hugh’s desk as if it might conceal a wolf trap and sat gingerly. With a defeated exhalation of breath, she faced him. This was the moment she had dreaded for a month. The moment her superior would call out her fraud, the moment her dead uncle’s suit would no longer conceal her gender. She sank into the oversized jacket and waited for the gavel of judgment to fall. Sir Hugh steepled his fingers and offered the hint of a smile, free of malice.

“At ease, lad. All is well.”

Morgan nodded with minor relief. “May I ask what this is about?”

“Of course.” He slid a letter from the corner of his desk to the middle and waved a hand over it. “Mr. Stafford writes a favorable assessment of your performance thus far. Only three weeks in the position and you have tidied up the loose ends of the newsletter dramatically. Hue and Cry has never looked better nor sounded more poetic.”

Morgan reminded herself not to smile too broadly. A man wouldn’t. He would just grunt as if entitled to the praise and annoyed that it had not come sooner. However, Sir Hugh’s words lifted her pride in a manner she had not felt in a long time, so she forgot to grunt. “Thank you, sir. I enjoy the work.”

“Clearly. Your editorial skills are all that Reverend Merrill indicated in his letter of recommendation. How did you develop such proficiency?”

She faked a dry cough to give her time to smooth the jagged edges of a half-truth. “My father and Mr. Merrill served as vicars for neighboring parishes. I authored Mr. Merrill’s parish newsletter at his request despite my father’s protests. Fortunately, Mr. Merrill knew how to manage my father, which was a skill I never mastered.”

“Ah, that explains it.” Sir Hugh pushed aside the letter and steepled his fingers again. His chair creaked as he leaned forward. “As you know, the Bow Street Magistrate’s office has published Hue and Cry for decades now. It remains our primary tool for rallying public support and exposing the whereabouts of wanted criminals.”

“Of course, sir.”

“And although your editorial skills are without question, I fear you might not possess a nuanced understanding of the job performed by our investigative officers.” He held up a hand when she inhaled sharply. “Not that I blame you. Criminal investigation is unfamiliar to nearly all but those who practice it. The work is seemingly a brand of magic that allows us to solve apparently unsolvable crimes.”

“What can I do, then?” She cursed the jitter of her voice. “To better understand?”

He smiled broadly, like a man should not. “I am glad you asked.” He looked past Morgan and called out. “Mr. Jeter.”

“Sir?” The voice of Sir Hugh’s assistant rang from outside the office.

“Send in Sir Steadman.”

Morgan blinked. Sir Steadman? The Beau Monde Highwayman? The Knight of the Road? The castoff from an upper crust family turned criminal but now reformed and working for Bow Street? Even though she and the remnants of her family had only arrived in London two months prior, they could not escape the fantastic rumors. The slums of the Almonry were awash with tales of Sir Steadman’s legendary exploits, of his mysterious connection to a duke’s granddaughter, and of his improbable switching sides of the law with the blessing of the Crown. Morgan didn’t believe most of the rumors, including those of how handsome he was. The women of the Almonry spoke of his looks in hushed tones with eyelashes fluttering and hands patting their chests.

Nobody can possibly be that handsome.

“You called for me, Sir Hugh?”

The low, velvet voice behind Morgan’s left shoulder brought her head around to find the Beau Monde Highwayman looming behind her. Her eyes drifted upward from his gleaming top boots to his tight breeches and pressed jacket to halt on his face. She clicked her jaw shut, suddenly aware that it had gone slack. The rumors of his looks, it seemed, were untrue. He was not merely handsome. Sir Steadman’s face was pure devastation of the kind that sacked morals and laid waste to good intentions. A mop of black hair and sweeping eyebrows framed a countenance chiseled from marble by a master hand. His hint of a smile alone nearly undid her. She snapped back around to face Sir Hugh, willing the blush away from her cheeks. She tried not to stare as Sir Steadman settled into the chair beside her, his left elbow mere inches from hers. 

“And who is the boy?” His sweep of the hand came perilously near to touching Morgan’s sleeve.

“Steadman, allow me to introduce Mr. Morgan Brady, assistant editor of Hue and Cry. Mr. Brady, Mr. Steadman Drew, Bow Street special officer.”

“Steadman will do.”

Morgan flinched when Steadman shifted in his chair and his right hand appeared before her. She performed her best imitation of a lifeless statue before remembering what a man might do. Rallying every fiber of her fortitude, she turned her gaze to meet his and reached for his hand.

“Mr. Brady,” he said. The shock of his palm’s warm press evaporated immediately when her hand began to crumble beneath the crush. She gripped harder in self-defense before he released the handshake.

“Sir Steadman.” She tried to growl from low in her throat, certain that even those two words would expose her. He seemed not to notice and returned his attention to Sir Hugh, gutting her femininity further.

“What’s this about?”

Sir Hugh chuckled. “Right to the point as usual. Well then. Is it still your intention to ride for Broad Chalke tomorrow to investigate the incidents there?”

“It is.”

“And you volunteered for this assignment?”

“I did.”

Sir Hugh nodded and hummed softly. “Is not your family from near Broad Chalke?”

When Steadman failed to answer, Morgan glanced his way. His glare impaled Sir Hugh with suspicion. He clearly preferred not to answer the question. However, his jaw unclenched long enough for a reply. “Yes. Nearby.”

“Is that why you volunteered, then? Perhaps hoping for a pleasant family reunion?”

“No.” Steadman practically exhaled the curt response, and his borderline scowl softened. “The farmers near Broad Chalke are a good sort and undeserving of what has happened to them. I only wish to see justice done.”

Sir Hugh slapped a palm on his desk, causing Morgan to jump. “Excellent. Then we are in accord about the purpose of your visit.”

“Again, what is this really about?” He jerked a thumb toward Morgan. “And what of him?”

Sir Hugh stood from his chair and gripped his lapel. “I wish you to take Mr. Brady along as your protégé. Show him the ropes so he might better understand our mission and methods for the sake of editorial accuracy.”

The blood drained from Morgan’s head and spots floated across her vision. Had she heard right? She was to be sent on the road, unchaperoned, with the most magnificent man she had ever met in the flesh? She cut her eyes toward Steadman to find him coolly regarding her with barely concealed disapproval. Yes, she had apparently heard correctly and now knew that his feelings on the matter mirrored hers.

***

[image: ]


STEADMAN APPRAISED the cowed young man slumping in the chair beside him. He seemed like no more than a boy, his cheeks smooth and eyes wide. An oversized and threadbare suit of a fashion ten years gone swallowed his fragile frame and pushed the jacket’s collar up to brush unkempt, curly hair. A ridiculous Clericus top hat favored by clergymen and quack doctors occupied his lap. Wide-spaced brown eyes continued to meet his scrutiny, though, alarmed yet bright with heightened intelligence. Steadman shifted his regard to Sir Hugh.

“I work alone, as you know.”

Sir Hugh waved a hand. “Of course. However, Sir Nathaniel has ordered it, and such an order cannot be countermanded.”

Steadman cocked an eyebrow. “He ordered it, you say? At your suggestion, perhaps?”

“Not that it matters now.”

Steadman exhaled a long, slow breath and looked again at the boy, who struggled to meet his attention. “Mr. Brady.”

“Sir?”

“Does your mother know you’ve left the house wearing your father’s suit?”

He expected the young man to wilt further, to fall back with a stuttering explanation while staring at the floor. What happened next, then, surprised him. The boy’s eyes lit with fire. His spine straightened and his jaw tightened. His nostrils flared with challenge.

“As my mother has been dead these past fifteen years, she does not know. And this suit is borrowed from my dead uncle, as my father was buried in his suit only three months ago.”

Mild shame rippled through Steadman over his misstep. “I am sorry for your many losses.”

Mr. Brady’s jaw unclenched, and he waved a hand. “Think nothing of it. And I’ve no doubt that if she were still alive, my mother would agree with your assessment of the suit. It wears like a miller’s sack.”

“So, you approve of wearing a miller’s sack in public?”

Brown eyes flashed again and regarded his clothing. “Why not? Given the ridiculous dress of London’s dandies, a miller’s sack is no less flattering.”

“Do you consider me a dandy?”

“You appear to dress the part.”

“And you disapprove?”

Mr. Brady’s eyes softened, and the sides of his mouth tipped up to reveal previously hidden dimples. “No, Sir Steadman. You look far from ridiculous. You seem the exception to the rule.”

A light chuckle escaped Steadman’s throat. Despite his intention to dismiss Brady, he liked the boy’s spark. He possessed... a certain quality that Steadman couldn’t quite pin down. Perhaps he could teach the lad a thing or two. “I will take that as a compliment, then. And please, just call me Steadman. Sir Steadman is dead.”

“Then you agree to take along Mr. Brady?” said Sir Hugh.

Steadman’s reluctance battled with growing intrigue. “If I must. He seems lively enough and not above teaching.”

“But I...” The young man cleared his throat, disappearing again into his suit. “But I have not agreed to this.”

Steadman grinned. “Afraid of the Beau Monde Highwayman, are we?”

Once again, the spine straightened, and the eyes flashed. “Given that you have pronounced him dead, not likely.”

Steadman laughed. The boy possessed a wicked sense of humor. He reminded Steadman of his former ward, Lucy, who still practiced a sharp tongue. “Very well, then. Pack light. Bring a bedroll and food for the road. I will secure a pair of horses bred for distance.”

Mr. Brady’s eyes went flat. “But I’ve no bedroll and no food to spare without my small brothers going hungry.”

Something about the haunt of his eyes stirred Steadman’s empathy. The warmth with which he mentioned his brothers, perhaps. An ache grew in Steadman for what he himself had lost. He stood from his chair and donned his hat.

“Very well. I will provide a travel kit for you. Can you ride?”

“Well enough.”

“Good. We will be moving at a brisk pace for long hours, covering fifty miles per day for two days. If you do what I say, when I say, and how I say, then we will get along like honey and bread. Do you understand?”

Mr. Brady rose to his feet, fidgeting with his battered hat. “Yes, sir.”

“Where do you live?”

He hesitated before mumbling, “The Almonry.”

The Almonry? Perhaps the most dismal neighborhood in London. “I am personally acquainted with several of the cutthroats in your area. We should find you and your brothers a better address. In the meantime, meet me at the entrance to the abbey just before first light. Do not be late.”

The boy blinked and nodded slowly. Something of his lost demeanor stabbed Steadman’s heart. Which was silly because everyone knew his heart was made of pure granite.

Sir Hugh clapped his hands. “Very well, then. I wish you two a swift and successful mission. Quick notice and sudden pursuit.”

Steadman repeated the Bow Street motto to Sir Hugh. “Quick notice and sudden pursuit, indeed.”

He left without a backward glance, already having second thoughts about agreeing to haul human cargo swamped by a threadbare suit all the way to Wiltshire and back. If the boy managed not to die and didn’t interfere with his deeper plans, Steadman would consider the trip a victory.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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“YOU ARE GOING WHERE?”

Lucy’s folded arms pointedly communicated her thoughts on Steadman’s travel plans. As his former ward, she was perhaps the only person in the world who could so openly accuse him without fear of retribution. He rolled his eyes upward to study the ornate ceiling before reengaging with his judge and jury. Henry, Lucy’s new husband and Steadman’s fellow Bow Street investigator, appeared befuddled by his wife’s reaction. Her grandmother, the Duchess of Ramsbury, appeared prepared to stab Steadman through the heart if he put Lucy in too much distress. And he believed she would, without hesitation. He was in her house, after all. She could easily dispose of the body with no one the wiser.

“Broad Chalke, as I said. You know I hail from near there. Such information should not come as the astonishment you claim it to be.”

Lucy looked to her new husband, Henry, for support. He simply shrugged. “The man makes a valid point.”

“You are no help.” She turned to her grandmother. “Do you not think Steadman’s intention to visit Broad Chalke will result in personal disaster?”

The duchess sat bolt strait with an expression of stone. “Very likely. However, his life has proven a long run of flirting with one disaster after another, only to escape unscathed. Perhaps he will again.” She cut her eyes toward Steadman. “Or perhaps his clandestine maneuvers will at last bring him to ruin and break the heart of his adopted daughter. Should that happen, I would be displeased. Greatly displeased.”

Steadman picked at his cravat. He was not accustomed to being cowed by anyone, let alone an elderly woman. He held his palms toward Lucy and leaned forward. “Dear Lucy, all will be well, I assure you.”

“But what of your family? And what of him? What are your intentions?”

The him of whom she spoke had a name, but Steadman had not allowed it to pass his lips in years. “The less said, the better. You should remain uninvolved in this.”

“Too late. I am already involved. You raised me from a child to womanhood. You taught me everything I know. You risked the noose for my reputation, for my happiness. If this plan of yours goes awry, I will, I will...”

She wiped away a tear from her eye, bringing Steadman to shame. “It will not go awry, Lucy. Besides, I will have a partner to keep an eye on me.”

She sniffled, but her face brightened. “A partner?”

“Mr. Brady.”

Henry frowned and his forehead creased. “The assistant editor of the magistrate’s newsletter?”

“The same.”

His eyes narrowed. “Does he have any, well, experience in these sorts of things? In field investigation?”

Steadman chuckled. Henry had gotten directly to the point. “Not a shred. But I am to educate him in the finer points of Bow Street’s operation.”

This seemed to mollify Lucy somewhat. She dipped her chin toward him. “Does this Mr. Brady appear capable of learning?”

Steadman pursed his lips. Good question. He recalled the lad’s initial discomfort when meeting him, and his first lukewarm impression. However, the young man had risen to the challenge admirably, with a quick wit and a solid backbone. Again, not unlike Lucy in that way.

“Yes. He seems more than up to the task.”

“Then he is a fortunate man. There is no better tutor than you, Steadman.”

“Pardon?” Henry’s question rang with mock offense. “Did you not say the same of me?”

“Hush, Henry. You know my feelings for you.”

When she smiled at her husband, the young man blushed. Steadman met the eyes of the duchess, who was trying mightily to suppress a smile. “What will we do with these two, Your Grace?”

“Leave them alone for a while, so they may...converse.”

“Capital suggestion. I should be leaving anyway. The morrow comes early for me.” When he stood from the settee to go, Lucy rose with him and clutched his arm.

“Please be careful.”

He covered her hand with his. “Am I not always?”

“As a matter of fact...”

“Do not answer that.”

Henry shook Steadman’s hand. “Take care, sir. And know this. If your plan runs aground, I and the rest of Bow Street stand ready to render aid.”

“Thank you, Mr. Beaumont.” He bowed to the duchess. “Your Grace. You again have my gratitude for your hospitality and your kind treatment of Lucy.”

“Indeed. Now, do not disappoint me by stirring up torrents of trouble after we have all dedicated ourselves to your reform.”

“Of course.” He hated to lie to the duchess, but knowledge of his plans would only upset Lucy. Yes. The less they all knew, the better.
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Chapter Three
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MORGAN, HUDDLED BESIDE the fence at Westminster Abbey, ready to run if threatened, and desperately tried to appear manly. A drizzle of icy rain promised to fuel her misery hour by hour. Just when she had decided to return to her dismal rented hovel, the clatter of approaching hooves drew her attention. Steadman emerged from the gloom on a lithe mount while leading a second horse by its reins. Even in near darkness, the shadowed planes of his remarkable face threatened to overwhelm her.

“Mr. Brady?”

“Yes, sir. It is me.”

He halted the horses by the fence. “Do you not own an alternative hat?”

“No.”

“A pity.” He straightened his fashionable John Bull top hat, dismounted, and offered Morgan the second horse’s reins. She accepted them gingerly and stood rooted in place while staring at him. She couldn’t help herself. His meticulous clothing contrasted with her dingy suit and ragged overcoat. Steadman’s white teeth flashed in the twilight. “Well, boy. Will you affix your baggage to your mount, or do you await the aid of a footman?”

Morgan kicked herself. With attention to male posture—elbows out instead of in—she wrapped the reins around a fence slat, retrieved her damp bag and a length of rope, and tied the bag behind the bedroll. Steadman seemed content to watch until she had finished. She faced him.

“Ready.”

He studied her for a moment longer, fanning the flames of her unease. Then he unfolded his arms. “You’ve not done this before.”

She gulped. “Sir?”

“Your baggage. It will break loose inside of two miles.” He handed her his horse’s reins. “Now, watch and learn.”

Panic seized her. What if he opened the bag? What if he found the dress, bonnet, and pelisse she had packed in the event she was discovered and forced to abandon her disguise? However, he merely untied her knots and resituated the baggage. Morgan squinted in the darkness while trying to follow the complex operation of loops and knots executed by the former highwayman, but his fingers moved too fast.

“There,” he said. “Good for a thousand miles. Did you see how I tied it?”

“Yes.” Only a minor lie.

Steadman retrieved the reins and mounted his horse while hardly touching the stirrup. She eyed her mount and gulped again. If Steadman did not see through her thin disguise in the next half minute, she would consider it a miracle of no less magnitude than walking on water. After slipping the reins from the fence, she grabbed the front lip of the saddle and placed a foot in the stirrup. When she jumped to mount, the horse skittered away. She chased it, hopping on one foot as the horse spun in a half circle away from her futile attempts. Just when she had decided to give up and confess to Steadman, a sharp yank on her jacket collar flung her upward to drape over the animal’s back. She managed to find the saddle and corral the horse before it fled down the street in the wrong direction. She wrangled it around to face Steadman. He sat with hands folded across his horse’s mane while shaking his head as if he’d just caught her sneaking pudding.

“More accustomed to a coach, are we?”

Her cheeks burned from embarrassment and his mocking tone. She opened her mouth before she could bite back annoyance. “Why, Sir Steadman? Would you rob me then?”

Fortunately, he chuckled rather than striking her from the saddle. “No. I only robbed the rich. You appear to own absolutely nothing of value. You are quite safe from me.”

Her cheeks continued to burn. “We shall see about that. Now, should we be on our way, or do you wish to instruct me further?”

Steadman laughed then, a deep rumble like a cello. “Keep that up, boy, and I may take a liking to you. And as most of my friends have landed in jail or at the end of a rope, you should not wish for my friendship.”

With that, he spun his horse about and spurred it briskly westward through the streets of London. She kicked her mount into motion and nearly tumbled backwards to the pavement from the ensuing lurch. Regaining her saddle, she followed in his wake. Although adept sidesaddle, she had only ridden astride a few times when her father was not around to disapprove. How would she maintain this pace? How could she continue this ruse? As Morgan struggled to keep up, she considered Steadman’s words. Was she truly safe with him? Safe from him? Despite his upper crust origin and supposed reform, he was an outlaw of the first order. And even if he were the archbishop himself, what would happen to her reputation if anyone learned that she had been alone on the road with a man? After a time, she came to a dismal realization. Her reputation didn’t matter. Her prospects of marriage had dissolved long ago thanks to her father’s actions and her plain looks. Who could love her, anyway?

She and Steadman reached the countryside by the time the sun cleared the horizon. Thankfully, the rain had abated. After her chattering teeth finally stilled, Morgan drew alongside her traveling companion and studied the pair of pistols secured to the back of his saddle. Heavy double-barreled flintlocks—two barrels, two hammers, two shots apiece. He must have noticed.

“Do you know how to load and fire a pistol, Brady?”

She yanked her attention away from the weapons but recalled one of her few pleasant memories of her father. “Yes. My father taught me so that I might protect the parsonage during his absences. We practiced together until he was satisfied with my aim at thirty paces.”

“Then I will be sure to remain at least forty paces distant when you handle a pistol.”

“If only I had known a pistol would keep you away, I might have brought several.”

He snorted and wiped his nose. “That’s the spirit. I might make a man of you yet. And I will begin by telling you that true mastery of the pistol is in avoiding its use.”

“Avoiding its use? What do you mean?”

“Let me demonstrate.” He pulled one of the weapons from behind his saddle and looped the other arm through his horse’s reins. “A pistol properly wielded can dissuade violence. Like this.”

He lifted the weapon in his hand to aim at a tree some distance ahead, arm straight as an arrow. He then brought his other hand from underneath to grip his wrist and leaned forward slightly. “Point the pistol at the right eye of your adversary. Your left hand keeps your right hand deathly still. Maintain a stone expression for a count of three, then calmly say, ‘Lower your weapon, sir.’”

“Why the right eye?”

“Trust me,” he said while returning the pistol to its original stowage. “It works nearly every time.”

“Nearly?”

“I am still here, am I not?”

She chuckled. “Yes, you are. And when it does not work?”

“Put a shot into his thigh. The wound is survivable, and no man shot in the thigh has the wherewithal to shoot back.”

“Is that why you carry the double-barreled flintlocks, Sir Steadman? To have one shot left just in case?”

“Naturally. But, please, cease calling me Sir Steadman. Simply Steadman is perfectly adequate.”

“Very well, simply Steadman.” She cocked her head. “Are you really a knight?”

“No. The title of ‘Sir Steadman’ was invented by the adoring public, and I chose not to correct them.”

“But you correct me?”

He barked a laugh. “You do not appear to number among the adoring public.”

“Perhaps not, though you have ample time to change my mind. But shouldn’t I call you by your surname? Mr. Drew?”

“No,” he said too curtly. “I have never been Mr. Drew to anyone.” He peeked at her sidelong. “And what of you? We have days of familiarity ahead of us. Shall it be Mr. Brady or Morgan?”

She stilled a quiver of her chin. Mr. Brady, she said silently, Mr. Brady. Then she opened her mouth to repeat it. “Morgan.”

“Morgan it is.” Although chastising her uncooperative mouth, she considered how the sound of her name from his lips stirred her heart. She shook her head sharply to dispel the notion, only to find him speaking again.

“As we are on a Christian name basis, Morgan, tell me about your disastrous suit.”

She plucked at her coat. “Loaned to me by a dead man, as I mentioned. For my new position at Bow Street, I wanted to look the part.”

“Then you should wear a better fit. You look as if the suit fell on you from the now-naked body of a much larger man. Perhaps we can devote a modicum of effort to improving your fashion.”

The prospect of a better fitting suit mortified Morgan. How would she hide her too-ample curves then? “And just who are you to improve my fashion? Beau Brummell?”

“Brummell,” he sneered. “That pretender? Brummell took his advice from me until he fled to France in disgrace. Now, I must settle for advising a hapless youth. Just how old are you anyway?”

She bit her lip. “How old do you think I am?”

He shifted in his saddle to scrutinize her, a hand draped over his muscled, buckskin-clad thigh, his kerseymere coat snapping in the breeze. “Fifteen, I think, as evidenced by your smooth cheeks and reedy voice. However, you must be older given that the magistrate employs you. Seventeen?”

Morgan had prepared for just such a question. She could not very well admit to six-and-twenty. “Eighteen.”

“And still not shaving? A pity. But not to worry. With luck, you will be one of the fortunate few who escapes the daily need to drag a blade across his face.”

She could not help but notice the shadowed stubble of his jaw that threatened to burst forth at any moment. She shook her head again. “Does it hurt that much? Shaving?”

“At first. But one adapts through unavoidable repetition. Much like with everything else in life.” He glanced at her again, his eyes appraising too closely. She looked away, certain he had seen the truth. “So, you are a man of letters, then, working as you do for the chief clerk?”

“Yes. Brilliant detective work determining that.”

“As usual. And which school did you attend?”

Morgan cringed, feeling suddenly the subject of Steadman’s investigative prowess. “None. My father was a vicar. He taught me what he deemed necessary, and I discovered the rest with guidance from Reverend Merrill.”

“And yet you did not follow in your father’s footsteps?”

She huffed a breath. “No. He was not a man I wish to follow. I was a great disappointment to him, anyway.”

She saw him nod from the corner of her vision. “Very good. We have that in common.”

She peeked at him side eyed. “You dislike your father?”

“You do not know the half of it, boy. And I pray you never do.”

***
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THE INTERMITTENT RAIN failed to dampen Steadman’s spirits, and he knew why. Every mile carried him nearer to the culmination of a fifteen-year journey, after which he might breathe freely again at last. No less a cause, though, was the thoroughly unexpected companionship of Mr. Brady on the road. Though he actively tried to dislike the lad, he could not. His candid demeanor, lack of pretense, willingness to bite back when bitten—these qualities drew Steadman into depths of conversation he had not plumbed in a long while. Not since Lucy had found her own path, anyway. With surprise, he realized how much he had missed such comradery. And though his pleasant face was that of a boy’s in appearance, Morgan spoke with the sad wisdom of one much older, like a fey creature both blessed and cursed by eternal youth. An odd combination, indeed. After a lull in the conversation during the late afternoon, he noticed Morgan grimacing in his saddle.

“Not accustomed to such long rides, I assume?”

Morgan flushed with embarrassment. “No. But fortunately, I lost all sensation in my legs hours ago. Can you tell me, are they still attached?”

Steadman glanced at Morgan’s mud-colored pantaloons. “I cannot rightly say. It seems you’ve the legs of a bird, though. Is that how you began the day?”

The young man’s cheeks became a deeper shade of crimson. “And you’ve all the tact of a wounded badger.”

“True. But about those bird legs.”

Morgan cocked an eyebrow at him. “Did you know an ostrich can kill a lion with a kick? Or a man if he particularly deserves it?”

“Is that a threat?”

“No, sir. Just a statement of fact. I will be sure to use smaller words and shorter sentences if ever I threaten you.”

“How magnanimous of you. But did you know that ostrich is a delicacy, especially when tenderized by nine hours in a saddle.”
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