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London, Late 1750s


Inside was nothing but ashes.


Eoin Aucourte, the newly minted Duke of Foxglen at the age of only twenty-two, stared unblinkingly at the contents of the ornate box, the very container that had tempted him for more than a decade. It had always rested on the desk of Eoin’s paternal grandfather, the late duke. When the old man had called Eoin into his office to upbraid him, Eoin had stared at the relief of silver serpents twisting and turning on the metal exterior.


Slowly, Eoin pivoted in the direction of his Uncle Hugh. Guffaws racked the forty-six-year-old man’s body with such intensity that he barely managed to nudge Eoin’s Uncle Francis, who was sitting next to Hugh for the solicitor’s reading of the late duke’s last missive. Although the peer had only died in the wee hours of the morning, his surviving children—Eoin’s two aunts and two uncles—had insisted that they gather in the dining room with Eoin and the solicitor to learn what they would inherit.


“Do you see that, Francis?” Uncle Hugh asked as he clumsily batted at his younger sibling’s arm.


Uncle Francis was laughing too. “I did. Nothing but char.”


“All the times our nephew danced to our father’s tune—just to get soot in the end.” Uncle Hugh snickered.


Under the dining room table, Eoin’s fists were clenched, but otherwise he displayed no emotion. Just as he’d been taught. Because his grandfather had promised that if Eoin transformed himself into the perfect heir, then he’d give him the mementoes of Eoin’s mother locked away in the silver case.


“I don’t even know why John wants to find that woman anyway. After all, she did abandon him at the tender age of six.” Aunt Joan used the English version of Eoin’s name rather than pronouncing it as “Owen.” The late duke had insisted that no one use the Irish one that Eoin’s working-class mother had chosen at his birth.


Although Eoin didn’t bother to correct how Aunt Joan addressed him, he wouldn’t allow her other falsehood to stand. Not anymore. Not with the former Foxglen dead and the precious clues to his family’s whereabouts destroyed. “Mama and my older sister didn’t leave me of their own free will. You know that the law dictated that your father—my grandfather—had the right to be my guardian.”


“Why wouldn’t the statutes favor my papa?” Aunt Joan tilted her delicately shaped chin in the direction of the solicitor. At forty-two, she was a strikingly handsome woman with golden hair and cornflower-blue eyes that matched her brothers’. “Should John’s mother, a poor widow of a dead traitor, have been entrusted with raising a future duke? The laws of primogeniture prevented my father from disinheriting John despite John’s regrettable maternal line, but at least Father had the right to raise John as he saw fit after my eldest brother died.”


Frustrated rage burned in Eoin’s gut, but he did not allow it to show on his face. He’d heard these accusations for the past sixteen years.


Before the solicitor could opine upon Aunt Joan’s rather rhetorical question, a moan came from her sister Eliza. The forty-year-old was the youngest of the Aucourte siblings and, as far as Eoin knew, had always possessed the weakest disposition. Her hair and skin were both a shade paler than her more robust sister’s, and she looked like an ethereal fairy queen.


“I cannot tolerate hearing about our late brother’s death.” Aunt Eliza’s voice was so soft that Eoin wouldn’t have understood her if he wasn’t adept at reading lips—a skill his grandfather had thought would make Eoin an excellent choice for a courtier to the king.


“Eh? What did you say?” Uncle Hugh asked in his booming voice. He and his brother looked like graying princelings with their blond waves threaded with silver. Their behavior, though, had always been boorish.


“Eliza said she didn’t want to listen to tales about our dead brother,” Aunt Joan snapped. “And neither do I. I am here to learn what Father left me. We already know that the entailed portions of the estate are unfortunately John’s. But what am I to receive?”


Eoin noticed that the left side of the otherwise sober solicitor’s mouth twitched. Upward. A glint of amusement?


Eoin stared closely at the staid man, whom he knew well. As part of his training to become the next duke, Eoin had accompanied his grandfather since the age of nine on most of the peer’s business dealings. His task had been to silently observe without showing any inattention. Eoin understood the character of Foxglen’s cronies better than his own personality. And the attorney, Mr. Lewis, was not prone to amusement. Ever.


At first glance, Mr. Lewis looked like a jolly sort with neatly trimmed white whiskers and perennially pink cheeks. Yet closer inspection revealed his true character. Even though his hazel eyes were bright, it was more with shrewdness than kindness. And he never smiled but always remained calm and self-possessed.


Except for today.


Now, instead of sitting perfectly straight, Mr. Lewis leaned forward as if in anticipation. Normally when the lawyer reviewed documents, he kept them flat on the table. Currently, though, he gripped the pieces of parchment tightly enough that they crinkled at the edges. And… was that sound of a tapping foot emanating from Mr. Lewis rather than one of Eoin’s aunts or uncles?


“Shall we resume?” Mr. Lewis asked as he glanced around the room, and Eoin wondered what he saw—probably a hulking young man with dark hair surrounded by his golden bevy of relatives. With his giant frame, Eoin had never fit in with his paternal family and their finely hewn features, a fact he was never allowed to forget.


“Yes. Get on with reading the letter.” Uncle Hugh waggled his fingers in the solicitor’s direction.


The man’s mouth quirked northward once more, but his voice betrayed no emotion as he intoned the words penned by the late duke. “‘I am sure that my surviving offspring are eagerly awaiting news of my bequest to them. They are, unfortunately, spoiled beyond redemption. I am afraid I should have not left their raising to their nursemaids, governesses, and tutors. Children, I have learned, require a firm hand, so I did not repeat my mistake with Viscount Malbarry.’”


Of course, his grandfather would refer to Eoin by his courtesy title. Because that’s all Eoin ever was, an heir for molding into a perfect duke.


“Must we listen to the chidings?” Uncle Francis asked. “We had enough of that when Father was alive.”


“Most definitely.” Aunt Joan heaved out a sigh. “I much preferred his benign neglect in our formative years. He became much too invested in our lives after our eldest brother died in an otherwise forgettable uprising to overthrow King George. Father even forced us all to live with him if we wanted any luxuries in life instead of giving us an income, as was our due.”


“Well, we are finally going to receive what we deserve,” Uncle Hugh said impatiently. “That is, if you would all stop interjecting and allow the solicitor to continue reading.”


Without ceremony, Mr. Lewis began anew. “‘As both my sons drink like fish, I have arranged these flasks for them…’”


Mr. Lewis paused and rang a small bell. Immediately, the pocket door to the dining room pulled back, and two of Mr. Lewis’s clerks scurried in. Both were holding flasks shaped like small, angry sturgeons.


“‘As neither of my sons has developed any ability to handle their liquor with dignity, these containers are filled with naught but water. Drink up, my sons. This toast is on me,’” Mr. Lewis continued reciting.


The words were unnecessarily cruel but not entirely fiction. Both men had been ejected from polite society shortly before the death of Eoin’s father. Perhaps Hugh and Francis could have emerged from their twin scandals of nearly vomiting on the queen at a ball (Hugh) and drunkenly crashing a carriage into the prized glasshouse of a royal duke while attending a house party (Francis). But their elder brother’s treason had sealed their fates.


“This is unacceptable!” Uncle Hugh smashed his fist against the table, causing Aunt Eliza to jump before she slumped back into her chair.


“That can’t be all!” Uncle Francis shouted. “There must be more. The solicitor hasn’t finished speaking yet!”


“Yes. Read on. Read on!” Hugh demanded.


As Mr. Lewis picked up the will once more, the clerks hurried from the room. Eoin followed their movements suspiciously. Were they running to retrieve an equally insulting gift for the women? Yet no one else noticed their exit as everyone’s attention was upon the lawyer.


“‘To my daughters—’” Mr. Lewis read.


“No!” Uncle Hugh’s denial was angry and loud. “He cannot be moving on to my sisters already. Where is my inheritance?”


“And mine!” Uncle Francis echoed.


“You!” Uncle Hugh roared as he turned and hurled his fish flask at Eoin’s head. “You knew of this, you damned sycophant.”


Eoin didn’t dodge the silver missile. Instead, he simply snatched it from the air. He’d always possessed an uncanny deftness that his grandfather had dismissively attributed to his common blood.


“No,” Eoin said. “I did not.”


“Like everyone says, you were his bloody shadow—following him everywhere, doing his bidding. Of course you knew about this bloody letter!”


“C-e-e-ease !” Aunt Eliza’s voice was wavery and faint. “My nerves are already strained, and my head is beginning to ache. Please stop your shouting.”


“Eliza’s right. Yelling won’t solve anything,” Aunt Joan interjected grumpily as she crossed her arms.


“Venting your spleen will at least rebalance your humors,” Uncle Francis announced in his most sagacious tone. He rather sounded like a pompous nincompoop.


“You just want to hear what Father left you, Joan, but I doubt it will be any better than our fish flasks,” Uncle Hugh ground out.


“Ahhhhhhh,” Aunt Eliza breathed out as if she were in physical pain, and perhaps she was. She did seem to suffer from megrims, but Eoin couldn’t assist. She wouldn’t welcome his help, and anything he said would only make her siblings shout more.


“Proceed,” Uncle Hugh snapped at Mr. Lewis, the annoyance in his voice almost palpable. “We might as well get this intolerable exercise over with.”


Mr. Lewis immediately began reading again as if he’d never stopped. “‘As for my girls, I leave them these laying fowls…’”


Again, Mr. Lewis halted to ring the bell. Before the door even opened, Aunt Joan had leaped to her feet, and Aunt Eliza had slumped fully onto the table.


“A laying fowl? What does that even mean?”


As if in answer to her question, the two clerks emerged once more. They each carried a large basket containing a hissing goose.


Uncle Hugh and Uncle Francis laughed almost as uproariously as they had after witnessing Eoin’s ash-filled box. Aunt Joan gasped in horror while Aunt Eliza seemed intent on ignoring the situation.


Mr. Lewis, however, chose to continue his recitation. “‘As Eliza and Joan are nothing but silly geese who lounge about my home, I am providing them with companions who perfectly suit their temperaments.’”


If Eoin had allowed any emotion to show on his face, he would have frowned. Unlike his uncles, his aunts were not deserving of such condemnation. Their misfortunes had been brought upon them by the misconduct of their late husbands—husbands who their father had selected for them. It was not their fault that their spouses had died scandalously and in debt.


“Get that filthy thing away from me!” Joan backed away as one of the clerks approached her.


As Mr. Lewis’s other subordinate placed the second fowl in front of Aunt Eliza, she lifted her head a scant inch. Unfortunately, the bird chose that moment to extend its ghastly-looking tongue, which was shockingly lined with what looked to be serrated teeth. Eliza’s high-pitched scream echoed through the large room and bounced off the ceiling.


Her caterwauling caused the unwanted goose to rise. Below its flapping wings lay a cache of eggs. Abandoning its nest, the bird leaped onto the table. Its webbed feet struggled to find purchase on the lace-covered surface. Slipping and sliding, it waddled frantically, pulling the fabric every which direction.


Uncle Hugh and Uncle Francis clambered to their feet and scurried toward the protection of the wall. Aunt Eliza slumped in her chair while Mr. Lewis simply sat, holding the will, the left corner of his mouth still pointed up. His two clerks wisely decided to retreat from the room, their role fulfilled.


“Do something!” Uncle Hugh roared at Eoin because, even if they didn’t like him, they still expected him to solve everything that plagued them.


Eoin stood up and stalked toward the goose, who promptly half ran and half glided in the opposite direction. Eoin made one swipe, but he only touched two tail feathers.


“It’s moving!” Aunt Eliza suddenly screeched.


Eoin turned to see her staring in horror at one of the eggs, which had indeed begun to shake back and forth. The gosling inside was clearly in the process of hatching, but the sight was unsettling, especially to someone as prone to nerves as Aunt Eliza. However, instead of simply backing away from the basket as Eoin would have expected, Aunt Eliza chose to reach inside, grab the egg, and then hurl it.


Eoin acted on instinct and dove for the delicate projectile. After all, the creature inside was striving with all its might to be born into this world. How terrible would it be for that hope of life to be literally dashed against the floor?


Eoin landed painfully on his stomach, but the force of his plunge shot his body forward. Reaching out one long arm, he was just able to softly catch the egg before it hit the ground.


“You are to secure the filthy goose, not the egg, John!” Hugh demanded.


Eoin, however, ignored his uncle as he strode to the bellpull in the corner of the room. Unlike Mr. Lewis’s hand-held one, this chime would call the house servants. Sure enough, a footman popped into the room a few seconds later. To the young man’s credit, he remained stone-faced at the spectacle before him.


“Peter, can you bring Ann to catch the geese? My understanding is she recently came from the country, and she grew up on a tenant farm. Also, bring two more footmen with you to carry off the birds and their baskets,” Eoin said, ignoring the utter chaos too.


Peter nodded and hastily exited. He returned promptly with Ann, a wide-eyed lass of seventeen. It was clear that the maid was overwhelmed by being called into a meeting of the noble family, but she very expertly wrangled each fowl. Within moments, not even a single feather remained in the room, and a semblance of peace descended—or rather it would have if Aunt Eliza hadn’t commenced sobbing and Uncle Hugh hadn’t taken to muttering curse words.


Eoin, however, felt more at ease than he had since he’d open his box of ashes. If his aunts and uncles had received nothing, they were dependent on him and desperate for funds. He could easily pay them to tell him what they knew of his mother. Eoin doubted that they were aware of her location, but they must at least remember her maiden name. Perhaps they could even describe her. Eoin had only hazy memories of eyes as blue-green as his own and a voice singing to him in a lilting Irish accent.


“Let us all sit,” Eoin said. As his relatives complied, he turned to the solicitor. “Mr. Lewis, if you would be so kind as to finish the rest of the letter.”


“Certainly,” Mr. Lewis said. This time when he read, he left the paper lying on the lace cloth. “‘If my four children wish to receive any more from my estate, they must earn it. It should not be difficult as it only requires that they do nothing. I have set up a trust with my unentailed wealth. For every five years that Viscount Malbarry does not locate either his mother or his sister, you’ll receive one hundred pounds each. After twenty years, you shall jointly inherit Windy Hill.’”


Bloody hell. The old sot had been uncannily devious, even until the end. Although the estates produced enough income that Eoin could technically pay his relatives more than the trust, the price was simply too stiff. Too many souls depended on the duchy for their livelihoods, and Eoin wouldn’t siphon away large amounts from the coffers. And he had no idea how he could compensate his aunts and uncles for the Windy Hill property, even if the house and the lands were relatively small compared to the rest of Eoin’s holdings.


His relatives would be loath to help him even without the incentive that his grandfather had just offered from the grave. Now Eoin truly had no leads, and he doubted his mother would reach out to him. Even though his memories of his parents were fuzzy at best, he did recall his grandfather threatening to use his power to send Eoin’s sister to a far-flung girls’ school and to have his mother hanged for treason if she ever tried to interfere in Eoin’s life.


Dimly, Eoin heard his aunts and uncles protest about the unfairness of waiting for their inheritance, but Eoin couldn’t listen anymore. He’d spent years building fortification after fortification around his emotions, but for the first time in a long while, he felt a crack. A small crack but a crack nonetheless. And he did not want to break in front of Mr. Lewis and his paternal relations.


Without offering an explanation, Eoin stood and strolled from the room. He heard Uncle Hugh yelling “Stop,” but Eoin didn’t listen. He was duke now—even if he otherwise felt as powerless as he always had in this household.


As a boy, when he felt he could no longer endure his grandfather’s endless restrictions, he’d slink away to the gardens behind the London townhouse. Now, however, he merely walked through the French doors leading from one of the sitting rooms onto the veranda. He couldn’t leave the grounds, couldn’t run from his responsibilities as duke, but he could afford himself this single, momentary retreat.


He weaved through the overgrown pathways, as flowers and plants had never been his grandfather’s priority. He stopped in front of a folly built in the shape of a circular keep. The whimsical structure had been ordered by the late duchess, the grandmother who had died long before Eoin’s birth. He wished that he felt some connection to her, some solace. But there was none.


With a sigh, he entered the structure. Nothing was inside. Not even an old, forgotten bench. Ignoring his silk finery, Eoin plopped on the ground and rested his back against the cool interior stonework.


Just then he felt a curious warmth on his palm. Glancing down, he found a little gosling lying partially in its cracked shell with its head nestled against Eoin’s skin. He’d forgotten all about the egg that he’d rescued from his aunt’s panicked fit.


Pink dimpled skin peeked out from between yellowy-brown feathers as the baby animal wiggled back and forth. With its down still wet, the gosling looked unbearably small and breakable. Yet despite its fragility, it still valiantly struggled to free itself from the confines that it had known its entire existence.


Could Eoin be so determinedly resourceful?


“You are a fierce little one,” Eoin said, and then immediately felt sheepish. It wasn’t in his nature to talk to animals as if they could understand his words. Yet now he found himself doing so in less than a space of a fortnight. Last time, he’d even awkwardly bowed to a sharp-tongued parrot named Pan.


Eoin couldn’t stop his lips from twitching upward as he thought about that particular evening. But it wasn’t the bird or even his own actions that brought a glint of amusement to his otherwise miserable day. No—it was the memory of Pan’s mistress: Miss Hannah Wick.


The redhead was precisely the type of female that Eoin had been taught to avoid. Her father was an English-born pirate who’d seduced and married the daughter of a viscount. Then, instead of having the grace to simply run back to the Caribbean and fade into distant memory, the society-defying couple had set up a coffeehouse in London that catered to all sundry of misfits, reformers, and downright dissidents.


They were exactly the kind of people that Eoin’s grandfather abhorred, but Eoin secretly admired.


Although Miss Wick’s family history had intrigued Eoin, it was her boldness that had utterly captivated him. At their first meeting, he’d been dressed in the clothes of a farm laborer, and she hadn’t known his position as an heir to a dukedom. Yet when she’d laid eyes on him, Eoin had watched interest flare to life in her grass-green eyes. And Miss Wick, with her hoydenish expression and the wild Titian curls escaping her coiffure, had caused a rebellious want to riot through all of Eoin’s staidness.


Perhaps it was because no woman had ever looked at him so brazenly. His height, title, and reputation for aloofness made debutantes and even their matchmaking mamas uneasy. Oh, they still flirted—he’d been an heir to a dukedom after all—but the coyness was always forced and definitely calculated. And Eoin had never known how to respond to their machinations. Yet there had been no artifice in Miss Hannah Wick’s undisguised appreciation of his physique, and his own response had flowed naturally from him.


She’d even called him “storm-worthy,” a clear innuendo that she’d like to breach all his walls. And, swounds, at that moment, he’d been ready to let his every defense crumble for her. But she and her companions had been in the middle of solving a mystery, and there had been no time for more than her few flirtatious words.


Solving a mystery.


Energy shot through Eoin, and his heart squeezed at the onslaught. The Black Sheep Coffeehouse was fast gaining a reputation as the place to go to receive help in unraveling enigmas.


And Eoin had the very devil of one. Even better, he would see Miss Wick again.
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I cannot believe that you allowed me to flirt with a bloody viscount!” Hannah Wick skewered her maternal cousin, Lady Charlotte, with her best glare.


And Hannah was an absolute champion at glowering. After all, her ability to convey authority and outrage with her eyes was an extremely valuable asset when it came to dealing with unruly customers at the Black Sheep Coffeehouse, which Hannah ran with Charlotte and her paternal cousin, Sophia.


Unlike most, Charlotte didn’t squirm under Hannah’s gaze as the three proprietresses washed dishes together in the back room of their establishment. However, the noblewoman may have permitted a single, demure swallow. Hannah couldn’t be entirely sure. Charlotte was always the picture of polite poise, the inverse of Hannah’s own rough-and-tumble presence.


“Well, given the particular circumstances at the time, it seemed most prudent—” Charlotte began to say in that gracious, kind way of hers. When Hannah had first reunited with her estranged relative, Charlotte’s demeanor had grated, but now Hannah had grown rather fond of her.


Sophia broke in to the conversation. “What Charlotte is trying to delicately say is that it wasn’t the time to be dramatic.”


“Dramatic! DRA-MA-TIC!” Hannah hung on to the last word, fully aware and not caring that she was proving Sophia’s point. “Why shouldn’t I be dramatic over this? He’s not just any ordinary viscount, is he? And it’s not even that he’s next in line for a dukedom. He will be Foxglen—the FOX-GLEN—someday.”


Sophia reached out and patted Hannah’s arm. “But even then, he won’t be the duke who stole farmland from our grandparents and then sent our starving fathers to the Colonies when they were caught poaching. That is the current Foxglen’s sin, not Malbarry’s.”


“Pfft.” Hannah barely stopped herself from slamming down the ceramic coffee cup that she’d been cleaning. “Any member of the Aucourte family is a nemesis of ours by default.”


Sophia rolled her eyes as she gently disentangled the breakable piece from Hannah’s grip and began to dry it. “We are the daughters of pirates. If we engaged in blood feuds, we’d have nothing but enemies. There is a reason that our investigations have always centered primarily on Foxglen.”


“What do you mean, your investigations?” Charlotte asked as she stacked the earthenware neatly on the shelves behind the serving counter.


“Something is fishy about the Aucourtes,” Hannah said. “For over a decade, there’s been rumors of illicit dealings. Papa wanted to pursue the whispers, but my mother and Aunt Mary talked him out of his revenge. They didn’t want to bring scrutiny upon the coffeehouse.” The establishment was originally a meeting place for London outcasts, including reformers, ex-prisoners, and folks rescued from slavery and indentured servitude by Sophia’s mother, who was known on the high seas as Brave Mary.


“And now I’ve gone and drawn attention to the Black Sheep by opening the back room,” Charlotte sighed. The hidden space for men and women from all social strata to mingle had conversely become one of the most gossiped about locales in London.


Sophia waved her dishtowel dismissively. “The coffeehouse isn’t in the same precarious financial position that it was when Hannah’s parents first established it. Besides, your strategy increased business by twofold.”


“Your plan has truly been a boon, Charlotte,” Hannah agreed. Originally, she hadn’t been keen on her noble cousin’s suggestion, but the back room had become a lively enterprise that brought in a great deal of coin—money that Hannah was more than willing to spend on loosening lips when it came to the Aucourtes.


“But do you really suspect that Foxglen is committing crimes?” Charlotte asked. “He’s notoriously obsessed with obeying every letter of the law.”


Hannah squeezed the cup she was washing with enough force to send the earthenware shooting through the suds as it slipped from her soapy grasp. “His funds are nothing but ill-gotten gains from enclosing the land that my father’s ancestors tilled for generations. Bloody sheep feasting on grass where wheat and turnips should be growing. Foxglen might act all high and mighty, but he’s just a well-dressed thief.”


“B-u-u-u-t,” Sophia said, hanging on to the word, “despite his greediness, we have doubts over whether he’s the architect behind whatever is causing the whispers. That’s another reason why my mother didn’t think it would be fruitful to chase down the rumors. It’s always been more likely that Foxglen’s sons are involved.”


“Hmmmm,” Charlotte said thoughtfully as she turned from arranging the earthenware. “That does make sense. It’s widely known in Society that Foxglen maintains a tight rein over his sons’ allowances. Too many drunken scandals. They’re forced to reside wherever the duke does. Neither is known for their morals, so it wouldn’t surprise me if they’d gotten involved in some vile business.”


“Do you know any other rumors about the family?” Hannah asked eagerly. She’d been meaning to question Charlotte, but they’d been too enmeshed in other mysteries.


“Not really—at least not the sort that you’re interested in,” Charlotte admitted. “His daughters are widowed and don’t attend many events since their husbands both died in disgraced financial ruin. The duke, himself, is in poor health and rarely attends social gatherings. His sole grandchild is Malbarry, who’s known as the duke’s shadow. You rarely see one without the other, and people say talking to the viscount is exactly like speaking with the duke. They hold the same views.”


“Ugh.” Hannah resisted the urge to smash the saucer that she was currently cleaning. “How could I even flirt with such a creature? What happened to my good sense?”


“If it is any consolation, you most assuredly disrupted his.” A slightly impish expression had fallen over Charlotte’s normally serene countenance. Hannah had been spying more and more such looks from her cousin. Normally, she liked the sight but not today.


“His what?” Hannah asked rather waspishly, even though she knew exactly what her cousin meant.


“His good sense,” Charlotte clarified. “He has the reputation for being utterly and thoroughly staid, but you made him blush.”


A spurt of warmth shot through Hannah, and her heart started squeezing like a laundry mangle. Ruthlessly, she stamped down on the unwanted excitement. “Are you insinuating that I am a corruptive force?”


Charlotte did not even have the grace to look abashed. “You know I didn’t mean anything disparaging, and you cannot deny that you had a powerful effect on the man. He bowed. To. A. Parrot.”


That bit of whimsy had charmed Hannah—and blast Malbarry for beguiling her. An heir to a dukedom had no right to possess such an impressive array of muscles. His height and broad shoulders were entirely lost on a man who never had to do a lick of physical labor. In his rough attire, he’d looked exactly like a prizefighter… and precisely the type of man who appealed to Hannah. But it turned out he was just a damn nob in a laborer’s linsey-woolsey.


“I do not wish to speak of it anymore,” Hannah said tartly. “May we please return to the original conversation?”


The teasing glint immediately vanished from Charlotte’s grass-green eyes as she obliged Hannah’s request. “What have you learned about the Aucourtes from your own inquiries?”


Hannah sighed, but the expulsion of air did little to alleviate the frustrations building inside her. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”


“Every so often, we ask our contacts in the stews if they’ve heard a new rumor, but nothing is ever reported,” Sophia explained further.


“Perhaps because there is nothing to discover?” Charlotte said softly, but her understanding tone didn’t feel like a balm to Hannah. It only aggravated her.


“No.” Hannah released the mug she was washing into the tub and slammed her fist into her other palm. “The Aucourtes are hiding something. I feel it in my bones.”


Sophia gave her a friendly nudge with her hip. “I didn’t know your bones were prophetic.”


Hannah delivered another one of her best glares, this time in Sophia’s direction. Her cousin ignored the look entirely as she dried off a saucer and handed it to Charlotte.


“I am not soothsaying,” Hannah said defensively. “Don’t you find it suspicious that there is not a single murmur about the Aucourtes—not even about what brothels the men visit?”


“I doubt Malbarry ever visited one,” Charlotte piped up. “He’s much too somber and pious.”


“But his uncles surely have,” Hannah countered. She did not believe that Malbarry was particularly saintly, but she did not want to think of him engaging in that. Because if she did try to picture him, then she’d imagine his muscles on full display, his biceps extending as he held his body above…


Bloody hell!


“My point,” Hannah practically shouted, her voice so loud that it startled Sophia into almost dropping a dish. When Hannah spoke again, she lowered the volume considerably. “My point is that the very lack of noise indicates that there is a great deal of clatter that a powerful person is suppressing.”


“As much as I teased Hannah, I do agree with her reasoning,” Sophia said. “Rumors about the Aucourtes are too hushed.”


“Hmmm,” Charlotte said thoughtfully as she nestled a cup inside another. “Perhaps instead of investigating the Aucourtes in the back alleys, you should try the ballroom. With their public scandals, they have little clout left to stop gossip there.”


“It is not as if Sophia and I can just don a gown and stroll into a nob’s house,” Hannah grumpily pointed out.


“My brother and I would be happy to collect rumors,” Charlotte said.


“That would certainly be helpful, but I want to look into the Aucourtes myself,” Hannah said.


“Well, one option may be…” Charlotte suddenly trailed off and whirled to focus on the stacks of dishes. “Never mind. That is an ill-advised plan.”


Hannah narrowed her eyes on her cousin’s back. “Often ill-advised plans turn out to be the best. What were you thinking?”


“Nothing,” Charlotte said quickly. Too quickly.


“Please tell.” Hannah gently released the dish that she’d been scrubbing and turned to advance on her cousin.


“Hannah, it might be best not to press Charlotte,” Sophia said in that calm, logical manner of hers.


Through the years, Hannah had learned to listen to Sophia’s thoughtful advice, but right now she couldn’t. Not when it came to the Aucourtes. Hannah had spent too much time solving other people’s mysteries. It was time to delve into her own.


“Charlotte, this is a matter of grave importance to me. If you have thought of a scheme—no matter how outlandish—you must tell me.”


Charlotte worried her lip, and Hannah grabbed her hand. She plastered on her most pleading look, and she could visibly see when her cousin relented.


“I’ve never seen Lord Malbarry interested in anything before. He’s always terribly aloof. But in your presence, he was like a tightly wound bobbin that had finally unspooled,” Charlotte said cautiously.


“You want me to seduce the man into spilling family secrets?” Hannah asked, not knowing if she should be aghast or intrigued.


Her cousin’s face turned almost as red as her hair. “I did not mean for you to be that, uh, bold. If you just befriend him, and perhaps flirt a smidgen, Lord Malbarry would confide in you at least a trifle.”


“No,” Sophia said emphatically as if that one word ended all discussion.


Hannah stiffened. She detested being told that she couldn’t do something. It was a flaw that had landed her in more than just a spot of trouble, but she’d never been able to resist the roar that surged through her.


“And why not?” Hannah demanded.


Sophia arched a single eyebrow. “Do you really think such subterfuge fits your temperament? You’re too honest. We need to proceed cautiously if we’re to tangle with a noble family, even one with a tarnished reputation. The Black Sheep has already brought down one peer. If we make a misstep, there’s many who’d like to see that our doors are permanently closed.”


Hannah harrumphed. Sophia raised excellent points, but Hannah was utterly tired of caution. “What if Malbarry approaches me?”


“Did somebody say Malbarry?” Alexander, Charlotte’s twin and the soon-to-be Duke of Falcondale, burst into the room. His sister had given him a key, which Hannah had fully endorsed at the time. Now that Alexander had failed to disclose Malbarry’s identity, she was less sanguine about his unfettered access to the coffeeshop.


“Does that mean you’ve heard or that you haven’t heard?” Alexander continued to talk as he sauntered over to the counter. “Ah, no coffee brewing yet? It is a shame. Any conversation goes better with a drink.”


“Shouldn’t you be planning your wedding rather than plaguing us?” Hannah asked.


“Haven’t you forgiven me yet?” Alexander delivered his best sorrowful look.


Hannah was not swayed.


“No.”


“What is the news?” Sophia asked Alexander.


“Lord Malbarry is no longer the viscount—or Malbarry for that matter. He’s Foxglen now. The old duke died two nights ago.”


“What?” Hannah felt like a hole had been drilled into her gut. Her family had waited too long for their revenge. The main perpetrator was gone.


“Pastry?” Alexander pulled a savory-smelling one from the sack that he’d carried in.


“How can you think of food right now?” Hannah demanded.


Alexander shrugged. “I’m famished. I was purchasing these for a snack when I heard the news, and I came here straightaway. I didn’t want to anger you by failing, once again, to promptly disclose information pertaining to the Aucourtes. The sausage in them is delicious, by the way—in the pies, I mean, not in the Aucourtes.”


“Does your fiancée ever accuse you of making her head spin?” Hannah asked, although she had to admit that the meat and onion mixture did smell divine. But she didn’t want to be distracted either by her cousin’s roundabout delivery of the news or by the food he was currently demolishing.


“No,” Alexander said cheerfully between bites. “She finds me endearingly charming.”


“The Duke of Foxglen didn’t look well the last time that I spotted him at a ball, but I still cannot believe he’s dead. He seemed as if he could just scowl death away,” Charlotte said.


“I’m honestly relieved,” Sophia said. “It feels like at least one tragic chapter in my family’s history is closed.”


“Well, I am not,” Hannah disagreed. “I’m upset that we dawdled too long on seeking revenge.”


“Malbarry—well, I mean the new Duke of Foxglen—is a good chap. Look how he came to our aid a few weeks ago,” Alexander said in his typical happy-go-lucky manner.


Hannah, however, was anything but cheerful. Yet she felt a glimmer of some dark hope. Perhaps there still was a way to avenge her family. “The old Duke of Foxglen was forever prattling on about his family’s reputation, correct?”


“Yes,” Charlotte said slowly as if reluctant to give an answer, “but Sophia has the right of it. The perpetrator is dead—”


“But his precious legacy is alive and healthy,” Hannah said, “and I aim to utterly destroy it.”
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It’s a shame that the new Duke of Foxglen isn’t here although I suppose he is in mourning.”


It had been a wonderful wedding breakfast celebrating the nuptials of Alexander and his bride at the Black Sheep. Had been.


But then the notoriously obtuse Lord Percy had just made the most flibbertigibbety observation possible, at least in Hannah’s esteemed opinion. Why would the dratted man even think about the recently ennobled duke, let alone wish for his presence?


“We do not mention either the name Malbarry or Foxglen in this establishment.” Hannah pierced everyone gathered around the table with a dark look. “I shall never forgive you all for not telling me his identity immediately. You let me lust after a bloody duke!”


“Well, technically, he was a marquess when you met him.” If Lord Percy’s statement wasn’t galling enough, he had the audacity to punctuate it with an absurdly cheeky grin.


Hannah whirled on the irredeemable rogue. “That is not the point!”


“Blackguard!” Pan cried from his perch in the rafters, using the insult that he’d hurled at Malbarry when the parrot had met the nobleman in disguise.


Hannah glanced up at her pet, thankful that someone comprehended her frustrations. “That’s right, Pan! I should have listened to you from the very beginning.”


At Hannah’s praise, Pan gleefully launched himself into the air. Unfortunately, the chaos-loving creature did not choose to return to his favorite rafter. Instead, he landed on the back of Ruffian Caesar, a dog of indiscriminate terrier origins. Although the little mutt seemed less excitable than many small pups, he clearly did not appreciate a parrot alighting on his back and screeching.


The dog scurried forward in an obvious attempt to dislodge the parrot. However, Pan merely whistled and hung tightly to the wiry fur. Everyone gathered for the wedding breakfast stood in an attempt to rescue the beleaguered canine.


“Gee-up! Gee-up!” Pan croaked out louder than any teamster.


Hannah lunged for the dog and the parrot. Unfortunately, Ruffian Caesar swerved sharply at just the wrong time and careened into her path. She narrowly avoided stepping on him as she stumbled. Her heart thudded as she pitched forward. Not wanting to fall and crush the pets, Hannah grabbed wildly for anything to stop her fall. Burlap scraped against her palms, and she desperately clutched it.


Small grains shifted beneath the rough material, and she realized that she was clutching the rice sack that she and Sophia had hung by the door to toss at the newlyweds. Before she could release her hands from the bag, it slipped off its hook. At just that precise moment, the door to the Black Sheep opened. Hannah stumbled forward, desperately trying to maintain her balance while keeping the satchel upright.


Unfortunately, she only managed to stay on her feet. The sack slipped from her hands, and its entire contents poured like a white waterfall straight into the silk-cladded midsection of the newcomer.


Mortified that she’d just pelted a customer with at least two pounds of rice, Hannah slowly lifted her gaze to the man’s face. If she hadn’t spent her life immersed in the unpredictable chaos of the Black Sheep, she would have gasped. Even with her unflappable constitution, her jaw dropped the teeniest bit. For there, in the doorway, stood the new Duke of Foxglen—his finely tailored suit an elegant contrast to the white grains cascading down the lower half of his body.


Hannah did not know if Foxglen being the hapless victim of the ricing made the situation better or worse. She certainly did not give a fig if she’d just offended the man, yet she also didn’t want him anywhere near her precious Black Sheep. She also didn’t like how her body instinctively heated at the sight of his muscles. Although she would never admit it aloud, the cut of his coat and his tailored breeches showed off his form even better than the linsey-woolsey clothes he’d worn when they first met.


The massive nobleman seemed unperturbed by either the deluge of grain or the dog-riding parrot careening in his direction. He calmly reached down and grabbed Ruffian Caesar around his belly.


Hoisting both pup and bird into the air, Foxglen carefully disentangled Pan’s claws from Ruffian Caesar’s fur. The nobleman seemed utterly oblivious to the rice pouring from his silk breeches and running down his stockings.


Pan, however, was not so cavalier. Hissing out his indignation, he released the terrier, only to alight on top of Foxglen’s head.


The duke ignored his feathered passenger and bent at the waist. Despite the fact that he still held the dog, he executed a perfect bow. Pan clung to his head like a diabolical, living hat. More rice rained from the folds of Foxglen’s waistcoat before he straightened with a solemnity that contained no hint of irony.


“I do beg your forgiveness for interrupting this celebration, but I wished to speak to all of you privately. I deduced you would be gathered here today,” Foxglen said in a calm, steady tone, which instantly irritated Hannah. How dare this man remain so placid when he made her feel like a top spinning on a string?


“I come to humbly ask for your assistance in locating my mother and older sister. They’ve been in hiding from the late duke since my father’s death when I was six years of age. Now that he’s dead, I want to reunite with my family.” Foxglen spoke the words without a hint of emotion. Yet despite the staid delivery, or maybe in part because of it, Hannah felt an unwelcome tug at her heart.


Family had always meant everything to Hannah. When her parents had retired to the Caribbean, she’d missed them sorely. But she’d been an adult, and they kept in constant correspondence. From time to time, they even visited London. And Hannah had Sophia—her cousin who’d grown up surrounded by the crystal blue waters of the tropics, but who’d decided to move to gray, foggy London to provide a place of refuge for people who society judged unfairly.


But what would it have been like to be ripped away from her parents at the tender age of six? Had Foxglen felt abandoned? If his mother and his sister had fled from the former duke, the old sot must have even terrorized his own relatives. Yet he’d been the one to raise the man standing before Hannah, who was all dignity despite the ridiculousness of the situation.


But Hannah didn’t want insight into Foxglen’s past because it would make it all the harder to destroy his family.


“Why did you come here?” Hannah asked, her voice sounding cantankerous even to her own ears.


“Because the members of the Black Sheep have unraveled at least two mysteries—one of which I personally witnessed being solved,” Foxglen said, his voice perfectly calm with just enough inflection to prevent it from becoming a monotone. He was the epitome of dukeliness.


“What my dear cousin meant to ask is why are you turning to us for assistance?” Sophia stepped forward, a conciliatory smile on her face. “With your new powers as duke, surely it would not be hard to locate your relations.”


Foxglen’s bearing remained stiff as he regarded the room. “My mother has likely made a life for herself in the lower rungs of London society where my grandfather held no influence. If I poke around in those corners, my title will only seal lips, not open them.”


Hannah vaguely recalled that Foxglen’s birth had been a scandalous one—not because he was a by-blow but because he’d been legitimate. His rebellious father had married an Irish tavern maid in a Catholic ceremony. But no matter the blood of Foxglen’s mother or the church where the vows were exchanged, the laws of primogeniture were clear, and even the late duke couldn’t disinherit his grandson.


“Will she not come and find you of her own accord when she hears of your grandfather’s passing?” Sophia asked.


Foxglen shook his head. “She may believe that I would threaten her like the former duke in order to suppress renewed gossip about my humble origins. Everyone says that I’m my grandfather’s shadow.”


“Are you?” Hannah couldn’t help but inquire.


“Am I what?” Foxglen asked.


“His shadow.”


Foxglen’s lips twitched, but then they smoothed back into an expressionless line. “I am not sure what I am, but I would not harm either my sister or my mother. They are crucial to discovering just who I am.”


Hannah had not expected honesty, especially when the truth made Foxglen look vulnerable. Once again, she felt herself softening. But Foxglen hadn’t denied being a new version of the old duke. Hannah reminded herself that he’d only vowed not to hurt his own blood.


“What will you do when you find them?” Hannah asked.


“I’ll confirm that my mother and sister aren’t suffering. If they are, I’ll immediately redress their afflictions to the best of my abilities. Any interaction beyond that would depend entirely upon their wants—although I will provide them with a largesse regardless.” Foxglen spoke pragmatically, as if he was simply reciting from Samuel Johnson’s dictionary. Yet surely the man felt… something. He couldn’t possibly be that bloodless.


It was clear, at least, that Foxglen would do right by his mother and his sister. Moreover, he seemed to have no desire to uproot their world. In short, if Hannah helped him, she wouldn’t be subjecting two innocent women to more heartache.


Because Hannah had a plan.


It could be brilliant or brilliantly disastrous. Foxglen had just presented her with the perfect opportunity to penetrate his sphere. She would indeed help him locate his mother and his sister, but she also fully intended to root out what his paternal side was hiding.


“I will compensate you handsomely for your time,” Foxglen added. “Even if the search proves fruitless in the end.”


“Before we can agree to help you,” Sophia began, “allow me to talk to Hann—”


“We’ll do it. Or at least I will,” Hannah broke into her cousin’s statement. She would not risk giving Foxglen a chance to reconsider.


“You will?” Sophia asked, shock drenching her tone.


“Yes,” Hannah answered crisply before she turned back to Foxglen. She tried not to notice how far she needed to crane her neck to meet his eyes. “You said that you would pay. Would you be willing to give coin enough to hire another coffeehouse worker?”


“Yes,” Foxglen said immediately, although his gaze bored into her as if she were a trick box that he couldn’t figure out how to open.


“Good. It’s settled then. The Black Sheep will employ someone to fulfill my duties while I take up residence in your home.”
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Take—take up residence in my—my home?” Eoin was sputtering, something he never did. His grandfather had taught him to speak emphatically with no hesitation.


But Miss Hannah Wick had a way of disrupting Eoin in a way that no one else could ever manage. Warmth crept into his cheeks, and Eoin was sorely afraid that he was blushing.


“Yes. That is the best way to execute my grand idea.”


But why would Miss Wick go to such lengths as to temporarily uproot her life to assist him? Normally, Eoin was very good at deducing ploys and determining other’s motivations. But he simply could not divine Miss Wick’s intentions. She’d seemed icy when he’d first entered the Black Sheep and nothing like the coquette he’d met on the road to London. Yet now she was offering to live with him.
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