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        London, August 1817

      

      

      

      Brody Evans, Duke of Corwin, raised a celebratory glass of champagne. The atmosphere in his parlor was distinctly more buoyant today than it had been a few weeks earlier.

      “A toast,” he said, addressing his closest friends, Anthony Gibbs, the Duke of Westcliffe, and Callum Davis, the Duke of Stratton, as well as Anthony’s new wife, Ada. “Congratulations, you two, on your recent marriage. And congratulations to us all for completing our novel.”

      “I still can’t believe we got it done,” Callum said after echoing Brody’s congratulatory words regarding the wedding. He glanced at the thick stack of papers. Neatly assembled and tied with string, they’d been placed on a side table.

      “All you need to do now is get it published,” Ada said. She leaned toward Anthony and placed a tender kiss to his cheek. “I’m so incredibly proud of you. Of all of you. This is such a tremendous achievement, and the story is simply marvelous. I cannot wait for it to be released to the world.”

      Neither could Brody. Since coming to terms with his financial woes and discovering Anthony and Callum were in similar straits, they’d devised a solution together.

      The idea to write a book had sprung to life when Anthony had entered the bookshop owned by Ada’s uncle and discovered Ada shelving books. The pair had fallen into conversation with each other, and later into love. But the impact of their meeting on all three men was undeniable.

      It had tested their creativity, resulting in a finished product they could be proud of. The hope was for the novel to sell well and make a decent profit – enough for them all to return to a state of financial security. Of course, other things had to be done as well. The book was not enough, considering the length of the process from idea to publication.

      Anthony had already sold a couple of horses and some art work, his pianoforte, and a few other items in order to pay the servants and help support his wife and sisters. According to what he’d said earlier, a collection of Chinese vases were next on his list of things to get rid of.

      Brody intended to follow suit. He could not blame all his financial woes on his younger brother, Finnegan, whose weakness for card play remained a problem. Brody knew he’d made his own mistakes too. Like Anthony and Callum, he’d squandered most of his fortune by trying to buy some happiness after his father’s untimely death.

      It hadn’t worked.

      If anything, it had only made matters worse, and now he realized how stupid he’d been. Granted, it did make it harder for him to admonish Finnegan for his reckless behavior, but the time had come for them both to be more responsible.

      “I’ve made a list of prospective publishers,” Anthony said. He set his glass aside and reached inside his jacket pocket to retrieve a piece of paper. “Considering the genre we’ve chosen, I thought we might approach Thomas Egerton and John Murray. Both published Miss Austen’s novels, so I’m hopeful they will be willing to publish ours as well.”

      “Agreed,” Brody said. When Anthony had initially suggested to him and Callum that they not only write a novel but that it should be a romance, he’d instinctively protested. But Anthony’s reasoning had been sound. With Austen’s recent death, there would be a gap in the market. Attempting to fill it and finding success would be easier than competing against the likes of Sir Walter Scott.

      “Shall we pay them a visit tomorrow?” Callum asked.

      Anthony nodded. “The sooner the better, I’d say.”

      “May I make a suggestion?” Brody asked. When everyone turned to him, he said, “Since none of us wants our name attached to this work, maybe Ada would be so kind as to represent us.”

      “As an agent of sorts?” she asked, tilting her head in question.

      “I was thinking of you becoming the face of the author,” Brody said. “It’s simpler if the publisher thinks there’s only one person to deal with instead of three. Plus, a woman would capture the essence of Miss Austen much better than three men. As such, the publisher might be more inclined to offer a deal.”

      “He makes a good point,” Anthony said. “What do you think, Ada?”

      “I suppose I could do it.” Ada creased her brow for a moment. “I certainly don’t mind as long as you’re all in agreement, and you don’t mind me taking the credit in public.”

      “Since public association with the novel is something we’d all like to avoid,” Callum said, “I have no issue with this idea.”

      “Excellent.” Brody grabbed the bottle of Veuve Clicquot and refilled all their glasses. “Another toast then, to the speedy success of A Seductive Scandal.”

      They clinked their glasses together and drank.

      “I’ll take this with me then,” Ada said when she and Anthony were ready to leave. She collected the manuscript and hugged it against her breast as though it were the most precious thing in the world. “Anthony will send a note tomorrow evening to let you know how my meetings went. Hopefully, he’ll have some good news to share.”

      Brody and Callum both thanked her.

      “Do you think this endeavor will be as profitable as they expect?” Callum asked once Ada and Anthony had departed. He stood in Brody’s foyer, preparing to head out as well.

      Hands in pockets, Brody shrugged. “Let’s hope so.”

      Callum took the hat and gloves Brody’s butler, Rhys, handed him and waited until the man was gone before saying, “I’ve put most of the furniture at my country estate up for auction.”

      “I’m preparing to take similar measures,” Brody assured him. “There’s no other choice if I’m to keep running my London townhouse in the manner that’s expected of a duke, although your solution does sound a bit drastic. Have things truly gotten that bad?”

      “It’s either that or deny Peter the chance to attend Eton. I’ve already booked his spot for next year and must pay for the first semester next month if he’s to keep it.”

      Brody sympathized. While he had a troublesome younger brother to worry about, Callum was burdened by an even greater concern – namely that of being responsible for his cousin’s only child. The boy’s parents had both succumbed to a fever last year, and although they’d made some provisions for their son, it clearly wasn’t enough for the sort of schooling with which Callum ought to provide the boy. He was a duke, after all. For his ward to attend anything less than Eton and later, Oxford or Cambridge, was unthinkable.

      “I’m sorry,” Brody said. “If there’s anything I can do to help, please let me know.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate the offer, but you’ve your own problems to deal with.” He put on his hat and reached for the door. “Let’s just pray this book helps all three of us earn an income. Once we do that we can make some investments and get back to where we’re meant to be.”

      “That is the plan,” Brody agreed. He saw his friend out and shut the door, then returned to the parlor where a maid had already erased all traces of his friends’ presence.

      Turning, he surveyed the space. There was a long-case clock he liked but didn’t really need since another clock stood on the fireplace mantle. A collection of porcelain figurines purchased by some long-lost relative might also fetch a decent price. And there was that ghastly Louis the Fourteenth cabinet he’d never liked. That alone should be worth at least forty pounds.

      “Sorry to intrude,” Rhys said when he came to find Brody later that afternoon. “There’s a Mr. Apcot to see Lord Losturn.”

      Brody sighed. “I trust my brother has not yet risen?”

      “He has not.”

      “And you’re involving me because Mr. Apcot has suggested his business is unpleasant in nature?”

      To his credit, Rhys maintained an inscrutable expression “No indication was required, Your Grace. The man is extremely blunt.”

      “I see.”

      “Would you rather I tell him no one’s at home?” Rhys asked.

      “No.” Brody hated persistent problems and would rather get this one out of the way. “Please show him in.”

      The man who arrived in the parlor a few moments later was not the cutthroat type Brody had feared Finn might have gotten involved with, but a well-dressed gentleman with immaculate manners.

      “Thank you for seeing me, Your Grace.” Mr. Apcot declined Brody’s invitation to sit and remained standing, so Brody did too. “I know you’re a busy man, so I’ll get to the point, shall I?”

      “By all means.” Brody clasped his hands behind his back and braced himself for impact.

      “Lord Losturn owes me five hundred pounds – a sum I lent him nearly six months ago and which he has failed to repay.”

      Brody wasn’t sure how he managed to maintain a calm demeanor when faced with such devastating information. Bloody hell. He gritted his teeth. “Go on.”

      “You are a duke. He is a marquess.”

      “An honorary one,” Brody murmured.

      “Nevertheless,” Mr. Apcot said, his gaze sweeping the parlor as though with great deliberation. “You’re not exactly paupers.”

      Looks could be deceiving, but essentially, Mr. Apcot was correct. They could get the funds one way or another. “I don’t have the sum readily available, I’m afraid. Give me a month and—”

      “You have one week. If I don’t get my money by then, I’m afraid I’ll have to resort to drastic measures.”

      Brody straightened his spine and took a step forward. “Is that a threat?”

      “Much like you, I imagine, I’ve a reputation to consider.”

      Of course he did. Brody nodded. “One week it is.”

      He waited until Mr. Apcot was well and truly out the door before charging upstairs and thrusting open the door to Finnigan’s bedchamber. Without pausing for breath, he crossed to the bed where his brother still slept.

      “Get up.” Brody tossed the blankets aside. “Right now.”

      Finnegan flung one arm over his head. “Go away.”

      “No.” Brody grabbed his arm and gave it a yank.

      “What the hell, Brody?”

      “You have the gall to ask that of me after I’ve been called on by one of your moneylenders?” Brody muttered a curse. “Five hundred pounds is what Mr. Apcot insisted I give him. What in the name of Hades were you thinking?”

      Finnegan groaned and squinted at Brody. “Can we please discuss this at a more reasonable hour?”

      “It’s almost five in the bloody afternoon. So no, we cannot.”

      “Fine.” Finnegan pushed up into a sitting position and rubbed his eyes. An unhappy sigh followed. “You know how these games work and Mr. Apcot assured me I’d have a year to repay him.”

      As if that made it any better. “If that’s true, then he’s changed his mind. Which he is allowed to do unless you have a written contract of some sort.”

      “No one works out a contract while playing cards, Brody. You know that.”

      “Which makes your willingness to accept the funds Mr. Apcot offered to lend you all the more incredulous. Honestly, how reckless can you possibly be?”

      Finnegan’s eyes darkened. “Don’t speak to me of recklessness, Brody. You and I both know we wouldn’t be in the financial straits we’re in had it not been for your foolish spending.”

      It was the same argument as always, and one that was hard to dispute. Even so, Brody felt compelled to say, “Unlike you, I stopped spending when there was nothing left and am now attempting to make money rather than lose it. But these debts you keep acquiring aren’t helping.”

      “I am aware. And I’m sorry.” Finnegan climbed from the bed and padded across the floor to the washstand. “You know, I was only trying to help. I thought, if I could at least double the five hundred, we’d be all right for the next year.”

      Brody pinched the bridge of his nose. “While I appreciate that, gambling with money we do not have is a risky business. We’re worse off now than we were before. Not to mention, this happened some six months ago and you failed to tell me. Had you done so, I might have found some way to prepare, but now…”

      He sank into a chair that stood in one corner and tried to think of a viable solution.

      “How much do we have in the bank?”

      A miserable laugh rolled up Brody’s throat. “Roughly twenty pounds, most of which will have to go toward paying the taxes and our servants.”

      “How about that project you mentioned?” Finnegan washed his face and reached for a towel. “A novel, I think you said?”

      “We have to sell it to a publisher first. If we’re lucky, we’ll get an advance, but what if we don’t? Printing is bound to take time, so in my estimation we’re looking at a few months before there’s a hope of making a steady income from that.” Leaning forward, he braced his forearms on his thighs and stared at the floor. “I’ve considered a few other options for the immediate future, but implementing them within one week will be close to impossible.”

      Finnegan rang the bell-pull and waited for the valet they shared to arrive. “One of us could marry. I hear Viscount Ebberly’s daughter, Miss Starling, has an impressive dowry so maybe—”

      Brody’s gaze snapped to his brother’s. “Stay away from that woman, Finn. She’s nothing but trouble – almost wrecked Westcliffe’s life with her selfish deceit.”

      “But—”

      “If she becomes my sister-in-law,” Brody warned while rising from the chair, “you and I are through. Is that understood?”

      “Right. Got it.”

      “Good.”

      Their valet, Jackson, arrived at that moment, putting a natural end to their conversation. Brody turned for the door only to tell his brother succinctly, “Don’t leave the house. Stay home. We’ll continue this conversation later. Over dinner.”

      Meanwhile, he had an errand to run – one he’d been putting off much too long. He called for the carriage to be brought round – another comfort he probably ought to get rid of. With most of his time spent in London, he could easily use the hackneys when traveling longer distances. But what sort of duke would he be without a carriage bearing his crest?

      He climbed inside as soon as it pulled up in front of the house and instructed the driver to take him to The Strand. Settling against the squabs, he pondered the pointlessness of the show he was forced to put on because of a title. A title that was proving to be incredibly inconvenient.

      Were he a mere mister, he could get by with a maid of all works and a house one tenth the size of the one he currently lived in. He’d not have a country estate to manage either. Or be expected to host at least one ball a year.

      He shook his head as the horse clip-clopped at an easy gait through the dimming afternoon light. If those less fortunate heard him complain they’d think him ungrateful, but the fact was that having multiple homes and all the expenses that came along with them was lovely when one was wealthy. If one was close to ruination, however, it was something else entirely – a burden that seemed to get heavier every day.

      The carriage pulled to a gentle halt outside a handsome townhouse where window boxes were filled with a pretty selection of pink roses. Brody waited for his accompanying footman to open the door before climbing down onto the pavement. He paused there briefly then strode to the door.

      Three solid raps ensured his call was answered by Barlow, the man Brody had hired to serve as Florence’s butler.

      “You’ll find her in the music room,” Barlow said after taking Brody’s hat and gloves. “Would you like me to ask for some tea to be brought up?”

      “No. Thank you. That won’t be necessary. I don’t intend to stay long.”

      If this surprised Barlow, as it ought, he gave no indication of it. Instead, he merely inclined his head and made himself scarce. Brody took a deep breath, reminded himself of his reason for coming, and went in search of his mistress.

      He found her at the pianoforte, playing a jolly tune that stood in stark contrast to his mood. Attempting a smile to dampen the blow he would soon deliver, he moved into her line of vision.

      “Corwin!” She abandoned the music and came to greet him.

      She lifted her mouth to his, kissing him with the same sort of hunger he’d always found so wonderfully distracting. It had little effect today, but he kissed her back anyway, for old time’s sake.

      At four and twenty years of age, with long curly hair and a voluptuous figure, she’d been his mistress for nearly three years. Ever since he’d first seen her perform at the Haymarket Theatre.

      “I wasn’t expecting you until Friday,” she said, pressing herself against him with what could only be described as keen interest. “Shall we head upstairs?”

      “No. My visit today will be brief.”

      She leaned back a little, her soulful eyes meeting his. “Oh?”

      There was no easy way about this. Best get it done with as swiftly as possible. “I’m sorry, but I’ve come to inform you that our acquaintance must come to an end.”

      “I don’t understand.” Her gaze searched his. “Are you to be married?”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “The last time we met you spoke of how much you enjoyed my company. You said you appreciated my friendship and the confidences I’ve kept on your behalf.”

      “Confidences which ought to explain my reasoning, Florence. You’ve known my situation for a while now. If you’ll recall, I warned you it might come to this, though I do regret the suddenness.” Each word he uttered tasted bitter, but what else was he to do? “I’m afraid I can’t afford to keep you any longer. As it stands, I see no recourse but to sell this house and let the servants go.”

      She raised her chin even as her eyes welled with tears. “It’s all right. Margate approached me a few weeks ago. I’ll see if he still has an interest.”

      “If not, please let me know.” She pulled away and he released her, watching as she went to stare out the window. “My financial situation might have gone to hell, but I’m still well connected. I’m happy to introduce you to my gentlemen friends.”

      “Thank you.” She was silent a moment before she asked, “How long do I have?”

      “One week.”

      She whipped back around. “You cannot expect me to move out in such a short time, Corwin. It’s unreasonable.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry, but there’s an issue forcing my hand – a situation that must be dealt with – and this is the only solution available to me on such short notice.” He’d put the house on the market at once. If he could at least get an offer with a down payment, he’d be able to deal with Mr. Apcot.

      Florence shook her head. “You’re serious?”

      “Unfortunately so.” How he wished he could give her more time.

      She didn’t respond but merely stood there, glaring at him through watery eyes. He wondered if she knew how effective it was. His gut twisted, even though this wasn’t his fault. It was Finn’s, though his loyalty toward his brother prevented him from saying as much. So he repeated his promise to help her move on, should she need it, and wished her well before going to speak with Barlow. The butler would have to stop by with the key once the house had been vacated.

      Until then, a well-placed advertisement in The Mayfair Chronicle would hopefully help take the house off his hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The note that arrived for Brody the following afternoon did not improve his mood.

      Dear Duke of Corwin,

      My meetings with Egerton and Murray were unproductive. Neither publisher claimed an interest in the novel. I’ve met with a third – Rowe & Sons – but they said I’d have to wait a month to get an answer, and I refused to leave the manuscript with them that long. I’ll set up other appointments in the coming days and shall keep you informed on my progress.

      Sincerely,

      Ada Westcliffe

      Blast!

      Brody poured himself a glass of brandy and tossed back the contents. If the book didn’t sell, they’d all have wasted precious time that might have been better spent on other pursuits. What those pursuits might have been, he’d no idea, but he was sure he’d have come up with something if he hadn’t been focused on writing a novel.

      Disheartened by his situation as a whole, he expelled a deep breath and sank against his chair. If only his father were still alive, then none of this would have happened. But losing him had been much like having a limb cut off. His life had been forever changed from one day to the next.

      God, how he missed him. Even now, three years later, he still expected to see him walk through the door.

      Brody swept one hand across his brow. It was hard to grasp the unfairness of it. Papa and his friends had all been perfectly healthy. They’d been having a brilliant time, visiting a farm to buy some livestock. Who could have predicted the explosion that would take place in that cow pen? To this day, Brody had no idea how it had happened. What he did know was that his father had been struck in the head by a beam when the roof had collapsed. It wasn’t even the explosion itself that had killed him.

      He snatched up his glass and prepared to refill it, only to stop himself at the last second. What was he doing? Getting foxed wasn’t the answer.

      Setting the glass aside, he left his study and went to collect his hat and gloves. A brisk walk to clear his head was what he required. Leaving the house, he took a deep lungful of warm London air and set his course for Oxford Street. An overcast sky suggested a light rain later, but for now, it was comfortably dry.

      He tipped his hat to a couple of ladies coming the opposite way. They smiled in return and wished him a pleasant day. He echoed their greeting and kept walking to avoid getting caught up in meaningless conversation. What he needed was to figure out how to deal with Finn. Their dinner together last night had been unproductive, and although Finn had sworn he wouldn’t make matters worse, Brody worried his brother might not be able to stop himself.

      Gambling could be a terrible addiction. Brody had heard of men resorting to drastic measures because of the hold it had upon them. Some had stolen the money they owed while other poor souls had taken their lives to escape debtor’s prison. Brody shuddered at the idea of such a fate befalling the brother he’d always loved so dearly. Somehow, they had to get through this. Preferably without Mama finding out.

      He groaned. How many times had she warned him to be more careful with his spending? Not only had he refused to listen, he’d also failed to keep his brother in check. If she found out how bad things had gotten, he’d never hear the end of it.

      The only option right now—make sure the townhouse where Florence had lived sold, even if it went for less than what it was worth.

      His feet kept moving, taking him through the hustle and bustle of increased traffic until he reached the spot where Bond Street began. This was where he did most of his shopping. He’d soon reach his favorite tailor, the cobbler where his father had taken him for his sixteenth birthday, and the milliner where he purchased his hats.

      These were not the low-end shops one might find in the East End, but exclusive boutiques with custom made goods fashioned according to the highest standard. Expensive was another way of putting it.

      Shoving his hands in his pockets, he continued past the shops to where Bond Street spilled onto Piccadilly. An intersection forced him to slow his pace briefly to allow for a draught horse and cart to pass. A newspaper boy on the corner ahead called out the news of the day – a scandalous kiss at a soiree, another debutante ruined.

      Brody snorted and kept walking. Crates were being unloaded and carried into a nearby winery while the tea shop next door was beginning to bustle with afternoon guests. A few drops of water landed on him as he walked past the tobacconist on the next corner. He stopped and considered returning home before the rain began in earnest.

      But as he turned and his gaze swept along the length of the side street, he spotted a sign. Hudson & Co. Publishing. Intrigued, he approached the business which was constructed from red brick and had tall glass windows framed in dark green. He stopped for a closer look and noted the five men crammed inside the small office. Bundles of paper tied with twine littered the floor while additional ones were placed on each desk.

      An older portly fellow reclined in his chair while flipping through pages, licking his fingers between each one. He grabbed a pencil from behind his ear and made a quick note before looking toward the window. His gaze caught Brody’s and held for a second before he gestured toward a spot located to Brody’s left. Brody’s attention shifted toward the notice stuck on the door.

      Assistant Editor Required. All interested parties may apply.

      He almost laughed. Was the man suggesting he seek employment? Him? A duke?

      Additional raindrops warned him of an impending drizzle. He shook his head and prepared to head for home when several thoughts struck all at once. He and his friends needed a publisher. He also needed money. Was working truly beneath him if it helped acquire a publishing deal and provided him with some extra coin?

      Perhaps one day in the future, when he’d dug himself out of the mess he and Finn had created, he could be pickier. But right now, securing this position before someone else did made sense. It would provide him with access. Hell, he could pitch his own book and approve it.

      With a quick backward glance, just to be sure no one of his acquaintance saw him, Brody pulled the door open and hurried inside. His elbow connected with something or someone blocking his path. A soft grunt followed and Brody lowered his gaze to the young man who’d been coming the opposite way. With the notice on the door window and the lad’s inferior height, Brody hadn’t seen him until it was too late.

      A bewildered expression was accompanied by a frown as the lad stared up at him from beneath the brim of a brown woolen cap.

      “You,” he said, then sucked in a breath, swallowed hard, and pushed past Brody with a muttered, “excuse me.”

      Brody blinked in rapid succession and turned just in time to glimpse the lad’s back as he left the building. The door swung shut behind him. Brody knit his brow, certain he’d seen that face somewhere before, though he could not think of where.

      “May I help you?” asked the fellow who’d made him aware of the job opening.

      Brody gave up trying to place the lad and turned to the man. “I’d like to inquire about the position.”

      “Excellent.” The man wiped his hand on his trousers and extended it to Brody. “I’m Mr. Hudson, owner of this here enterprise.”

      Inhaling deeply, Brody accepted the handshake. “Mr. Evans, aspiring editor.”

      Mr. Hudson grinned and rocked back on his heels. “Come on. Let’s have a chat in the office.”

      Brody was led toward Mr. Hudson’s desk, which stood amid four others. An extra chair was acquired so Brody could sit. He did so at the same time as Mr. Hudson, making sure to keep his face averted from the widow, lest he be discovered by someone he knew.

      “Tell me about your schooling,” said Mr. Hudson.

      “Um…” Brody wasn’t sure he ought to mention his private tutor, Eton, or Oxford. He finally settled on, “It was thorough.”

      “So you can read and write?”

      Brody gaped at him. Surely his attire spoke for itself. “Of course.”

      “Just making sure since the job does require such skill.”

      Brody sent him a tight smile. “How much does it pay?”

      “Six shillings a week.”

      It was hard to hide the extent of his disappointment. Six shillings was barely more than what his downstairs maid received. He’d hoped this job would earn him a lot more and had to remind himself of its added benefit.

      “And what precisely does the position entail?”

      “You’ll be reading. Pick a pile, start at the top, and work your way through it. If an opening sentence grabs you, read the paragraph. If you’re still hooked, keep reading until you lose interest. If you don’t by the time you’ve reached the third chapter, recommend the story to me. That’s it.”

      “Will you provide me with an indication of what you might be looking for?”

      “The next bestselling author. Plain and simple.” Mr. Hudson drummed his fingers on his armrest. “Well?”

      Brody glanced around and decided there were worse things in life than having to sit in a room with five other men and read. Especially since he had nothing better to do with his time. And if the job led to a publishing contract, it would be worth every second.

      If not, he could always quit.

      “I accept,” he told Mr. Hudson. “When do I start?”

      “At once,” Mr. Hudson informed him. He showed Brody to a small desk in the far corner of the room and gestured toward the manuscripts stacked in various piles. “Start reading and let me know if you think you’ve struck gold.”
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      Harriet Michaels rushed around the street corner before stopping to catch her breath. Her heart raced faster than a curricle bound for Gretna Greene. It was him. The same man who’d bumped into her last week on her way to work.

      Her pace had been brisk that morning, her thoughts on the bright and happy future she hoped to ensure for her younger sister, Lucy. She’d turned onto Holborn and—oomph. The handsomest man she’d ever laid eyes on ploughed straight into her.

      The very man who’d just entered her place of employment, knocking her sideways once more and turning her world upside down.

      With one hand braced against the brick siding, she closed her eyes briefly and focused on getting her nerves to stop hopping about in her stomach.

      What was he doing here?

      Not looking for her. That much was clear. The lack of recognition she’d seen on his face suggested that colliding with others was such a common occurrence for him, he paid no attention to whom he collided with. She huffed a breath. Just as well since having others take note of her wasn’t in her best interest.

      With her black locks cropped in a masculine style and the clothes she elected to wear, she’d managed to hide her sex, and in so doing had acquired a job that not only earned her a decent wage but that she also enjoyed. A rarity, for people in her position. But she’d worked hard, proven herself, and was well enough educated to outperform anyone else looking for similar work.

      And with a twelve-year-old sister to care for, it was imperative she kept her head down, avoided attracting attention, and prevented her employer from figuring out she was a woman. He’d most likely sack her on the spot if he knew. Not only because she’d deceived him, but because the business she dealt in had been reserved for men.

      Pushing away from the wall, she recommenced walking. The errand she had to run, collecting the recently ordered title block for a novel they’d start printing tomorrow, would hopefully distract her from those sky-blue eyes. A task she’d found unreasonably difficult to accomplish since her first encounter with whomever the gentleman happened to be.

      She’d no idea and she did not care.

      Not exactly true.

      But she should not care, so she wouldn’t. Instead she would focus on her task, the wages she’d be receiving next week when the month drew to a close, and making sure her sister, Lucy, was properly fed and their rented room paid for on time.

      That was what mattered. Not some incredibly tall and strikingly handsome man who somehow managed to make her forget time and place every time their paths crossed. Probably because he’d physically jolted her on both occasions. It was hard to keep one’s thoughts in order when one was being jostled about.

      It certainly had nothing to do with the subtle smile he’d given her with his full lips or the warmth in his eyes when his gaze had met hers. She’d barely noticed his blonde hair curling from under the brim of his hat or the fact that his shoulders were almost as wide as the door.

      Nor had it occurred to her that his clothes weren’t as flashy as they’d been the first time she’d seen him several days ago. She definitely did not wonder if he might have been on his way home from some fancy event on that particular morning.

      No. She’d barely given the man any thought, she decided as she reached her destination. There was certainly little point in doing so since he would likely be gone from her place of employment by the time she returned. Which did make her wonder about his reason for visiting Hudson & Co. in the first place.

      No matter.

      It wasn’t any business of hers.

      Satisfied that she’d concluded her musings where Mr. Anonymous was concerned, she returned to Hudson & Co. an hour later, entering through the back door since this took her straight to the printing room.

      “I’ve got the title block,” she informed her colleagues, James, Matthew, and Oliver. James and Matthew took turns inking the type and providing the strength required to work the lever on the letterpress. Meanwhile, Oliver read the manuscript so she could set the type quicker. “Let’s finish The Collapse of the Roman Empire now so we can get ahead of schedule and start on Scottish Wildflowers tomorrow.

      “That’ll involve working late.” James leaned against a heavy wood table and crossed his legs at the ankles while sending her a steady look from behind a pair of serious eyes.

      “Possibly, but wouldn’t you rather do that and try to earn a bonus than risk having your wages cut when Mr. Hudson decides we’re not efficient enough?”

      “I could do with the extra blunt myself,” Matthew said. With his hands shoved into his grey trouser pockets, he punctuated the statement by spitting into a bin that stood on the floor.

      “Same here,” said Oliver.

      Turning to James, Harriet raised an eyebrow. “Well?”

      He hesitated a moment, then muttered a curse. “Fine.”

      “Let’s get started right away then.” Harriet set the parcel she’d collected on a shelf, then removed her jacket and hung it on a wall hook. Rolling up her sleeves, she crossed to the wide wall unit filled with drawers where she spent the most time. A shelf was set in the middle so she could collect the compositing sticks she needed and set them there while assembling the sorts—letters and punctuation marks.

      Oliver perched himself on a nearby stool and picked up the manuscript. He read the next sentence and Harriet collected the sorts she required without having to check the labels on the drawers. She filled a series of compositing sticks, placed them in type galleys and transferred these to forms that would be used to create the page layouts. They were then set aside for James to collect so Matthew could ink them.

      Her speed had improved tremendously during the time she’d worked here. When James had timed her last, she’d achieved an astonishing one thousand five hundred sorts per hour, which was one hundred more than what was considered the highest standard within the industry.

      “We’re ready for the next form,” Matthew shouted, and Harriet swiftly added the punctuation mark she needed, placed the last compositing stick in the type galley, arranged the galleys in a form, and gave it to James when he appeared at her shoulder.

      “Read faster,” Harriet told Oliver. They’d managed to get their momentum going. The papers were flying onto the press, the sorts she prepared getting inked and printed with admirable speed.

      She swiped her brow and grabbed a new compositing stick. The heat in the room increased, causing sweat to gather at the nape of her neck and across her back. The smell of chemicals rolled up her nose, and she paused for a second to open another window up under the ceiling so more air could enter.

      Behind her, James lowered the platen on the press, causing the familiar groan of machinery to fill the room. Harriet slid another completed form to the edge of her table and went to work on the next compositing stick while Oliver kept on reading.
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