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      Blayne MacNeil picked up his glass of Madeira and saluted his host. Nothing improved his mood as much as a meal at Windham House. The duke and duchess, Valentine Sterling and his wife Regina, had an incredible chef whose skill in the kitchen was second to none. Considerably different from what the two men had known in their nearly two-decade friendship in St Giles. But now that Val, once known  as Carlton Guthrie, the Scoundrel of St. Giles, had taken his rightful place as Duke of Windham, he denied his new wife nothing, including incomparable food.

      The sweet wine slid down Blayne’s throat, sending a warmth through his stomach. Truth was, sometimes he missed the old Guthrie—and the brutal force he and his friend had used to vanquish the vermin of the world. Now he himself was a businessman with a respectable tavern to run...well, a tavern, at any rate. And Guthrie still made sure justice was served, but it was done with more discretion now that he was a duke, and by accepting help from the authorities.

      “I have been toying with the idea of hosting a ball,” Regina said. She glanced at her brother, Marcus, who also resided at Windham House, and then at Blayne. “If I do, I shall expect you both to attend so you can dance with some of the ladies the marriage mart has to offer.”

      The comment was jovial – teasing even – yet it still caused Blayne’s lungs to strain against his next intake of breath.

      Marcus snorted. “As if any well-bred woman would dare.”

      Blayne met Marcus’s gaze and slowly exhaled. His insides eased and he forced a wry smile. “Even if one of the lasses cared to, I’m sure her parents would quickly step in to prevent it.”

      “I could coerce them into compliance,” Guthrie murmured, a twinkle in his cat-like eyes.

      “And into marriage, I’m sure,” Marcus said with a grin.

      “Good lord,” Regina murmured.

      “Without a doubt,” Guthrie told Marcus. “Shall I?”

      “No.” Regina gave her husband a firm look. “There will be no coercing. I merely thought it might be nice to offer Blayne and Marcus the means by which to attend a social function.”

      “To the horror and despair of the ton,” Blayne said right before he spooned more shortcake into his mouth. “I thank ye for yer thoughtfulness, Regina, but I think yer ball would be better served if I stayed away.”

      “Nonsense,” she said. “You are a handsome man, Blayne. Kind, too, and hardworking.”

      “Not exactly the qualities upper-class parents seek in their future son-in-law.” Blayne took another bite of his dessert. It truly was exceptionally good. “A yearly income close to five thousand pounds and un-calloused hands would be more desirable. Preferably a title or two as well. My income is modest though, my hands as rough as tree bark, and I’ve nae title to speak of.”

      More importantly, he had a past he couldn’t in good conscience chain another person to. And he sure as hell couldn’t confide it in any woman. So if he did wed, his marriage would be a sham. He took another sip of Madeira.

      “My situation is similar,” Marcus said. “Worse than Blayne’s, in a sense, seeing as I had a title and lost it because of our father. No man in his right mind would allow his daughter to be seen with me, Regina.”

      The duchess huffed a breath. “In my opinion, a man’s character – his very own actions – ought to be of greater value than what a relation of his might have done.”

      “I don’t think any of us disagrees with you there,” Guthrie said. He gave Blayne and Marcus a pensive look. “Perhaps I can help?”

      “Thank ye, but no.” Guthrie had offered to give Blayne a handsome sum once before, and Blayne had turned him down then as well. He didn’t want handouts, not even from a friend who wished to disguise it as overdue wages. “There is something to be said for earning one’s own living.”

      “I’m of a like mind,” Marcus said. “Although I might appreciate a loan for the sake of acquiring a profession.”

      “Indeed?” Regina regarded her brother with a pensive mien. “And what profession do you have in mind, Marcus?”

      “Well.” Marcus cleared his throat. “Medicine would be an interesting field of study. Certainly more so than law.”

      “I think that would be marvelous,” Regina said with a smile. “Don’t you agree, Guthrie?”

      Guthrie nodded. “I would be happy to provide you with the necessary funds, Marcus.”

      “As a loan,” Marcus reiterated.

      Blayne hid a chuckle behind his last spoonful of dessert. It was clear Marcus did not want to feel beholden to Guthrie any more than he did.

      “Of course,” Guthrie said. He turned his assessing gaze on Blayne. “What about you? If you accept a loan you’ll be able to purchase that property you want a lot sooner than otherwise.”

      “What property?” Regina asked.

      “I’ve been of a mind to get away from London for a while now,” Blayne said. “With my interest in plants, I’d like to have a spot of land to cultivate, maybe with a wee house on it. I dinnae require much in the way of a home, but a sizeable piece of property would be grand.” It would provide him with the freedom he’d started to crave since Guthrie had left The Black Swan. Blayne ran the St. Giles tavern on his own now and saved every hard-earned penny, but the place was different without his friend there, and with every passing day Blayne could feel himself getting older. It was time to move on and settle down to a quieter way of life.

      “Then I hope you shall soon be able to acquire it,” Regina said. She raised her glass. “To Marcus’s medical aspirations and to Blayne’s countryside acquisition.”

      Blayne drank and breathed a sigh of relief when the conversation turned to the recent coronation of George IV.

      It appeared Regina’s idea of a ball had been forgotten for now, for which he was grateful. Aside from the obvious reasons he had for not wanting to attend, there was the more dreaded prospect of being recognized. As unlikely as it might be after twenty years in hiding, one couldn’t be too careful.

      Least of all when one was on the run for murder.
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      Apprehension filled Charlotte Russell’s veins whenever she had to visit Carlisle & Co. Located on the east side of London, the publisher wasn’t in the worst possible neighborhood, but it certainly wasn’t in the finest one either. Poverty was still rife here, especially if one ventured near Dorset Street where filth and suffering appeared to be on the rise. Toxic fumes from industries such as tanning and dyeing permeated the air with a poisonous scent while the cries from unhappy children made her heart clench.

      Dressed in the simplest gown she owned, Charlotte hoped to blend in with the people who lived and worked here while she visited her friend, Avery Carlisle. The pair had known each other since adolescence when a birthday party had brought them together. They’d looked forward to promising futures back then with dreams of marrying suitable gentlemen and settling down to the lives their parents envisioned.

      Goodness, how quickly one’s situation could change. Avery’s mother had one day realized she’d rather sail the world with a roguish captain. When the couple ran off together, it plunged Avery’s father into a state so severe he’d eventually shot himself. The scandal had ruined Avery’s prospects completely, but at least she and her younger brother had been remembered in the will. Enough to start their own business.

      As for Charlotte, she’d made her debut at the age of eighteen, but rather than succeed at snatching up an eligible gentleman for herself, she’d managed to pair them all off with other ladies. It had been, as her mother, Viscountess Elkins, had called it, an absolute disaster. But the truth was, Charlotte had longed for more than an untitled lord who only viewed her as his entrance to the peerage, an aging gentleman looking to snatch up a young bride, or a penniless fop whose only interest in her was based on her monetary value.

      Instead, Charlotte had dreamed of adventure, of impassioned glances and stolen kisses. She’d wanted more than bland conversation and politely reserved conduct. What she’d sought was love – true love – the kind to spark jealousy in the hearts of those who’d chosen to marry for other reasons. She’d wanted a husband whose eyes would burn with desire whenever he saw her, who yearned for her as fervently as she yearned for him. And when she’d realized she sought the impossible, she’d given up trying to find it.

      Eventually, desperate to make some progress, Charlotte’s mother had given her attention to Charlotte’s younger sisters, Melanie and Edwina. Both were now respectably married; Melanie to Sir Nichols, whom she’d wed a couple of years ago, and Edwina, to Mr. Henshaw, last month. Neither appeared to be the least bit besotted with their spouse, but then, they also hadn’t had the same romantic notions as Charlotte. With Melanie now residing in Yorkshire and Edwina tucked away in Devon, she had no expectation of seeing them more than once a year at most from now on.

      Presently, at the advanced age of seven and twenty, Charlotte knew she was firmly on the shelf. She no longer dreamt of the happily-ever-after she’d wanted when she’d been presented at court. Instead, she lived vicariously through the characters in her stories. Her goal now was of an entirely different nature. It involved a quiet countryside cottage where she would be free to commit her imagination to paper. An independent life completely her own. One with no room for a husband at all.

      “This third book of yours is utterly splendid,” Avery said. “There’s still the humor and excitement readers became familiar with in the first two novels, but this one has an added degree of maturity to it. Your writing is stronger and the plot… Well, I could scarcely turn the pages fast enough.”

      “I’m glad you like it,” Charlotte said. “I wasn’t sure if the murder was convincing enough.”

      “On the contrary, I thought that part worked really well. What I think you may need to look at is Lady Gertrude’s characterization. I fear some readers will find her too brazen when she and the marquess are first introduced. It seems a bit unrealistic.”

      “You think I should soften her up.”

      “Yes. If she grows more from experience, then the scene where she must overcome her fear of heights in order to help the hero would be so much stronger.”

      “Hmm…”

      “I have some notes.” Avery handed over a couple of pages for Charlotte to look at. “There are a few other minor details as well, like the inconsistent color of the marquess’s eyes and the elapsed number of years since Mrs. Verdanne, the victim, first arrived in London, along with the number of guests present at the dinner party she was attending when the crime was committed.”

      “I see.” Charlotte scanned the notes and saw there was more than that. Several parts of the manuscript would have to be re-written, but she was used to this by now. Apparently, no matter how perfect she thought her story to be when she handed it over to Avery, there were plenty of mistakes to be found.

      “With all of this taken into consideration, how long do you suppose it would take for you to review, revise, and return the corrected work?” Leaning forward, Avery met Charlotte’s gaze. “I ask because I think it would be wonderful if we could get the book into shops before Christmas.”

      “Would a month be too long?”

      “No. I think a month would be fine, but not a day more or it will have to wait to be printed until next year, in which case we miss out on the extra sales we ought to acquire during the holiday season. And since we will be aiming to move quickly on this, I should like to prepare the front and back matter for the book, which brings me to the title. Have you decided on one?”

      Charlotte nodded. “What do you think of The Marquess’s Unresolved Mysteries?”

      “Oh! It’s perfect, Charlotte. Completely in keeping with the previous titles and with a nod to the three old cases Lady Gertrude helps the marquess crack.”

      “In that case, I shall leave you to sort out the front and back matter while I take care of the edits.” Retrieving her manuscript, Charlotte placed Avery’s notes on top and slid the stack of papers inside the folio she’d brought with her and stood.

      “On another subject,” Avery said. Having also risen, she rounded her desk and faced Charlotte. “I think my brother, Albert, is quite besotted with you. He would most likely die if he learned I’d said anything, but is there a chance you might be willing to accept his attentions?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Charlotte said. She gave her friend a pleasant smile. “My pursuits have changed. I no longer wish to marry but rather to avoid it.”

      “He would support your writing, Charlotte.”

      “He would also make demands on my time and besides, you know my position. I would want passion and with Albert there’s never been one single spark. I’m sorry, Avery, but it’s not going to happen.”

      “No matter,” Avery said, “but I could not resist asking.”

      Appreciating her friend’s honesty, Charlotte left her office and stepped into the publisher’s antechamber where Albert sat behind a wide reception desk. He immediately stood, his cheeks flushing a bright shade of pink the moment he saw her.

      Charlotte smiled politely and with the hope of not adding any encouragement. “Mr. Carlisle.”

      “Miss Russell,” he replied, and rushed toward her. “I trust your meeting with Avery went well.”

      “Oh yes. Thank you.”

      “Please. Allow me to walk you to your carriage.”

      Unwilling to let him think she might be remotely interested, Charlotte shook her head. “There’s really no need.”

      “Oh, but I insist.” He reached for her folio.

      Charlotte sidestepped him. “You’re ever so kind but I do think you ought to stay here in case other clients show up.”

      “Right. Um. Will you be back again soon?”

      “In a month or so. I shall see you then.” She turned away and moved toward the door leading out to the foyer.

      “Indeed you shall,” Albert called after her. “Without fail.”

      Charlotte winced in response to his eager tone as she pushed through the doors and made her escape. Turning right, she continued out into the street and scanned it for the hackney she’d hired in order to come here. She’d asked the coachman to wait, insisting she wouldn’t be more than fifteen minutes at most. More like half an hour or more. Apparently the coachman had thought this too long and had driven off.

      Muttering a curse, Charlotte commenced walking. Whitechapel Road wasn’t far. She’d find another hackney there, no problem. With one hand on the pistol she carried in her skirt pocket whenever she went out, she set off. But when she turned left several minutes later, someone caught her from behind, his firm hand snaking around her person to trap her in place. The sharp metal edge of a blade pressed into her throat.

      “Scream, an’ it’ll be the last sound you make,” a gruff voice said.

      Charlotte curled her fingers around her pistol’s grip. If only she could get some leeway – spin around – threaten the villain in return. Unfortunately, her current position allowed for no such thing. “All right.”

      “Did I say you could speak?” The blade pressed deeper. One hand latched onto her reticule “I’ll just take this an’ be on my way.”

      Charlotte closed her eyes and prayed. She’d never felt more helpless. And she hated it. But what choice did she have? She couldn’t ask one of her parents’ footmen to join her on her excursions. Their loyalty lay with her parents so they could not be trusted with Charlotte’s secret while Daisy, the maid who’d been meant to accompany Charlotte, had been sent on an errand by Charlotte’s mother at the last minute, leaving Charlotte with no other option than to set off alone if she was to keep her appointment.

      Swallowing, Charlotte tried to steady her breathing – to not panic while the thief grabbed her reticule. It contained more money than usual – three months’ worth of royalties in the amount of two hundred and eighty pounds.

      Harsh laughter filled her ears. “I like the weight of this. Now stay still and count to twenty.”

      Charlotte started to do as she was told, but the moment the blade left her throat, she drew her pistol from within the folds of her skirt and whipped around, only to learn that the thief had waited for just the right moment to flee. A group of children were now approaching the spot where she stood, blocking her line of fire as the thief raced away behind them. Charlotte’s hand shook in response to the shocking encounter. She lowered her arm and took a tremulous breath.

      This really wouldn’t do. If she was to keep on coming here, she would have to ensure her own safety.

      Intent on solving the problem as soon as possible, Charlotte set off the following morning after breakfast, this time with Daisy in tow. She was convinced she’d achieve her goal without much hardship. All it would take was a day – one week at most.

      But after spending the next month visiting various tea-shops, scouring the parks, and taking luncheon at some of the more reputable inns, she was forced to acknowledge that finding the sort of man who could blend in on the streets of Mayfair and scare the devil out of a villain was no simple task.

      Now, with her next meeting at Carlisle & Co. approaching fast, she decided to make one last desperate attempt at engaging the capable sort she required.

      “Are you sure we ought to risk coming to this part of Town, miss?” Daisy’s voice conveyed a healthy dose of nervousness as she glanced out the window of the hackney they’d hired a short while earlier. “Doesn’t it contradict what you’re trying to achieve?”

      It did, but after failing to find a suitable candidate for the position elsewhere, Charlotte had decided to try another option –The Black Swan tavern. An acquaintance of hers, Regina Sterling, the Duchess of Windham, had met her husband there, and while the duke was not considered the least bit respectable, he was precisely the sort of man Charlotte needed – one capable of instilling fear in any thug who threatened her safety.

      “I realize it’s not ideal, Daisy, but I cannot walk into Gentleman Jackson’s and offer employment to one of its patrons.” Only upper-class gentlemen and peers frequented the high-end boxing establishment, and although Charlotte was certain several would be capable of warding off a thief, she could not trust them not to tell her family of her exploits.

      What Charlotte needed was an individual who answered solely to her – a man who needed the coin she offered and knew he wouldn’t receive it if he betrayed her.

      “I suppose not, miss, but I still don’t like our being here. Even with the window closed, it stinks worse than a chamber pot. If you’ll forgive me saying so.”

      Charlotte scrunched her nose. She’d noticed the putrid stench the moment they’d turned down Drury Lane. “The place shouldn’t be far from here. I believe we’ll reach it soon.”

      The carriage turned onto Parker’s Lane with a bounce brought on by the uneven paving. A startled gasp sprang from Charlotte’s throat in response to the scene before her – of a woman sitting on the doorstep of a dilapidated building. Dressed in filthy rags, she cradled a sobbing infant while two older children, both barefoot, splashed in a nearby puddle. A little way past them, a one-legged man hobbled along with the use of a crutch.

      Cast in shades of grey, the street held no resemblance to any Charlotte had seen before. This was much worse than what she’d witnessed in the East End. This was true squalor painted in bleakness and utter despair.

      The carriage passed as if blind to the suffering before it rolled to a halt in front of a crooked building built from black timber frame-work. It looked like it was about to fall into the street.

      “Goodness,” Charlotte muttered. She knew she shouldn’t be surprised, but really, the tavern did not appear the least bit sturdy. Certainly not for a place renowned for its bare-knuckle fights. Setting her jaw in preparation for what she would find inside, Charlotte turned to Daisy. “You should stay here.”

      “And let you go in there alone? I can’t possibly.”

      “I absolutely insist on this point.” Charlotte had spent a great deal of time deliberating over it. The last time she’d taken a hackney, the blasted vehicle had driven off before she’d returned. She’d be damned if the same thing would happen again. Least of all in a place such as this.

      “It‘s not seemly,” Daisy protested. She jutted her chin toward another building – one located just beyond The Black Swan.

      Charlotte considered it for a moment. Amourette’s. She frowned. The name was familiar though she couldn’t quite—

      She sucked in a breath as realization struck. This was the brothel where the Earl of Fielding’s new wife had been hiding until he’d accidentally outed her. As the daughter of an accused traitor, their relationship had been mired in scandal until they’d managed to prove her father’s innocence. The incident had served as excellent inspiration for Charlotte’s latest adventure novel.

      She stared at the brothel. A lady of her class ought to blush and avert her gaze. Instead, Charlotte absorbed every detail, ferreting it away for later use when she returned home and took her seat at her desk. She’d be much better equipped to describe back alleys and places of ill repute now. Which clearly meant a few extra scenes from The Marquess’s Unresolved Mysteries would have to be re-written.

      Pleased with the prospect of being able to improve upon her work, she offered Daisy a wry smile. “Between the two, I wonder that it is the brothel you’re most concerned with.”

      “It’s your reputation, miss.”

      “Which won’t be any better off if someone I know sees me sitting right here in a carriage located on this very street. Now, Daisy, do try to relax and please make sure the driver waits for me. This could take a while.”

      “But—”

      Deciding to end the discussion, Charlotte opened the door, stepped down, and swept inside The Black Swan. The interior was surprisingly neat and tidy – not at all what she’d expected. Round tables were placed with an appropriate amount of space between them. Several were occupied by men who clearly worked the docks or breweries and had chosen to come for a bite to eat. They stared at her in baffled silence.

      Charlotte cleared her throat. “Gentlemen. I’m looking to employ a trustworthy individual who’s strong and capable of providing me with protection. If you would like to apply for this position, you may come speak with me at your convenience.”

      Conscious of having all eyes upon her, Charlotte took a seat at the nearest table and pulled out a small notebook and pencil. Ten minutes later, after receiving a glass of decent wine from a barmaid, she was interviewing a skinny fellow who probably wouldn’t be able to fight off a knife-wielding thief no matter how eager he was to prove his worth.

      Charlotte politely turned him away and he thanked her for her time.

      “I’m afraid you’re not what I’m looking for,” Charlotte informed the next man who approached her – a mister Robbie Jones. He was a scruffy sort with one tooth missing. Charlotte almost feared the repercussion of being spotted with him more than she feared the danger of venturing out alone.

      “’Ow’s that?” Mr. Jones asked. He scratched his ear until one finger disappeared inside it. “Ya said ya need protection and I’m big an’ strong. I’ll make sure no one even looks at ya wrong.”

      Charlotte watched him retrieve his finger. He studied it for a moment and then proceeded to wipe it on his trousers. Mr. Jones clearly wouldn’t do, even if he was large enough to frighten away an assailant with nary one glance.

      “As much as I appreciate that,” she said while thinking up some way in which to dismiss him without causing too much offense, “I’m not sure you would fare well amid high society.”

      “’Igh society?”

      “Well, yes. I might require your escort to the occasional soiree and ball.”

      “Blimey.” He began fiddling with his other ear. “Don’t think I’d like that. Mingling with toffs aint one of my strengths.”

      Charlotte did what she could to hide her amusement and breathed an inward sigh of relief. “I see.”

      Mr. Jones gave a respectful nod. “Sorry to ’ave wasted ya time, miss.”

      “Don’t be,” Charlotte assured him. He might be scruffy and he might not know not to pick his ears in public, but he was making an effort to be polite and that in itself deserved her appreciation. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Jones.”

      He smiled broadly in response to her comment, made an awkward bow, and strode away. Another man soon took his place and then another and another. None fit the neat appearance she had in mind. Good lord, whatever had she been thinking to suppose an individual with the sense of style inherent to footmen would ever be found in a place such as this?

      Prepared to declare defeat, Charlotte thanked the last man with whom she’d spoken and started gathering her things. Perhaps she could place an advertisement in the paper for an actual footman? Would such a man accept not being part of a household? Of not wearing livery and of simply meeting her when she requested his aid?

      There was only one way to find out, she decided as she prepared to stand. But before she was able to get up out of her seat, a stout fellow dropped into the chair directly beside her and placed his hand on her thigh.

      “Hello, luv.” His oily voice dripped with disturbing lewdness while his fingers curled into her flesh. “I hear you is lookin’ for some protection. Thought I’d come right over and offer me services.”

      There was no question about the sort of services he hoped to provide her with, and since Charlotte knew a delayed reaction on her part would only make him bolder, she didn’t waste a single moment. Without thinking twice, she turned in her seat while slipping her hand discreetly inside her skirt pocket and retrieved her pistol. One second later, she had the barrel pressed up against the man’s ribs.

      “You were saying?” she asked with deliberate sweetness.

      The man, whom she now had a much better view of, looked like he was at least twice her age. With thinning hair already showing hints of grey, he had a wide face with a bulbous nose, hard eyes, and a mouth that had opened wide enough to reveal several blackened teeth.

      “You can’t shoot me,” he hissed with contempt.

      Without even blinking, Charlotte pulled back the hammer on her pistol. “Care to bet on that?”

      “You’ll ’ang for murder.”

      “My solicitor would disagree with you there.” She pressed the pistol more roughly against him. “Now please remove your hand from my person before you wind up dead.”

      He gulped. “You is mad.”

      “Quite,” she agreed. The madder he thought her the better since that made her unpredictable and far more dangerous than a woman who had no intention of causing him harm.

      Scrambling out of his chair, the man almost stumbled to the floor in his haste to escape her proximity. He threw her a hasty backward glance as if to make sure she wouldn’t pursue him and ran out the door. Charlotte expelled a breath, allowed herself a moment to gather her wits, then disarmed her weapon and carefully returned it to her pocket.

      Well, at least she had more fodder for her novels, even if the excursion itself had proven a waste of time. She stood, turned, and immediately froze at the sight of another man standing not too far away, his gaze fixed upon her with interest as he approached. Compared with everyone else she’d met that afternoon, however, this particular man showed promise. Tall, broad shouldered, and with the sort of lean body that spoke of an active lifestyle, his chiseled features, intelligent eyes, and perfectly curved mouth suggested he’d be handsome as sin once he got a good shave and a decent haircut.

      Pleased with this discovery, Charlotte allowed a smile.

      “How did ye…” His words trailed off as he gestured toward the door through which the other man had so hastily departed.

      Her smile widened in response to his bafflement. She liked being able to surprise people on occasion – to not always be the perfectly turned out lady they all expected. “I never leave home without my pistol. Knowing I’m able to defend myself against questionable characters eases my mind.”

      “So would keeping to safer parts of Town, ye ken,” he told her with an immediate scowl.

      She tilted her head and proceeded to study him in greater detail. His height was truly impressive. Now that he was closer, she almost felt dwarfed by his much greater size. He was the sort of man who demanded attention, who’d easily instill a degree of wariness in others. And while he did speak with a Scottish burr that lent a gruffness to his voice, there was an unmistakable degree of charm to it.

      Charlotte almost grinned. “Do you know. I think you’d be perfect.”

      His eyes narrowed. “For what?”

      “For the position I’m trying to fill.”

      He crossed his arms in a show of defiance. “I already have a job.”

      She leaned forward, more determined than ever to enlist his help now that she’d set her mind to it. A rich musky scent filled her nostrils, the appeal of it momentarily startling in this place where every other scent she’d encountered had more or less repelled her. Charlotte forced herself to ignore it so she could focus on tempting her quarry. “It pays exceedingly well. Five pounds per week.”

      It was a large sum – huge in fact for what she required – considering the fifteen pound yearly salary indispensable servants received. She certainly hadn’t planned on offering anywhere near as much when she’d first arrived, but now that she’d found the man she wanted, she’d no intention of letting him walk away when she could afford to lure him with an attractive wage.

      As expected, his mouth dropped open. Caramel-colored eyes turned a darker shade of chocolate. The frown he’d been wearing since she’d suggested hiring him deepened. “What the devil do ye want me to do, lass? Kidnap someone and hold them hostage?”

      “Don’t be silly.” She chuckled, dismissing his suggestion with a wave of her hand. Should she be concerned that this was where his mind had gone? She decided not to let it affect her. “What I need is much simpler than that. Less taxing too, I imagine.”

      The pause that followed was so long it almost caused Charlotte to lose her nerve. Until he suddenly asked, “How so?”

      She squared her shoulders and straightened her spine to hide her discomfort. “What I need is an escort who can ensure my safety.”

      A smirk tugged at his lips, affording him with a roguish sort of charisma that did something odd to her insides. “Ye seem quite capable of protecting yerself.”

      “Nevertheless, having a strong and capable man accompany me when I travel about the City would be the sensible thing to do.”

      He studied her, allowing his gaze to sweep the length of her body with unabashed interest. “How long would ye need me for?”

      “Oh.” Charlotte’s heart jolted. If he was asking her this, then he must be thinking of accepting her offer. The very idea sent a thrill through her veins. “I don’t know. What if I hire you on a monthly basis?”

      He tilted his head, appeared to ponder the suggestion, and finally stuck out his hand. “Very well. Ye have yerself a new employee. When would ye like me to start?”

      She clasped his hand while doing her best not to look too relieved. Warmth wrapped itself around her skin at his touch, forcing an almost inaudible gasp from her lips. Desperate to add some distance, Charlotte cleared her throat and promptly released his hand.

      She took a step back. “Tomorrow. Shall we say ten o’clock at Number Two Berkley Square?”

      “Indeed, Miss…”

      “Russell.” She raised her chin. “And you are?”

      “Mr. Blayne MacNeil.”

      She forced herself to hold his gaze while allowing that piece of information to settle. Good lord, she’d heard of this man. He’d been Windham’s lieutenant before the duke had been domesticated. A strained smile stretched the muscles in her cheeks while she fought for composure. This was the man who’d be coming into her home tomorrow – the man she would have to introduce as her newly employed servant?

      “A pleasure,” she said while doing her best not to wonder about the number of men he’d possibly tortured and killed over the years. No backing out now. She’d rather die than show him an ounce of fear or weakness. Instead, Charlotte turned and rushed out the door, eager to depart before she saw reason and ended their arrangement before it had even begun.
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      What the hell had he just agreed to?

      Walking into Mayfair like a bloody idiot, that’s what.

      Blayne stared at the door through which Miss Russell had vanished. Slight of build with glossy black hair peeking out from beneath the brim of her bonnet, a pair of piercing green eyes, and the prettiest mouth he’d ever seen, she’d been like a tiny package of dynamite, exhibiting the sort of authoritative command one might expect from a general.

      Christ have mercy.

      He swiped one hand across his brow. The only reason he’d even considered her offer was because the ridiculous sum of money she’d mentioned would let him start over somewhere else a lot quicker. But the truth was he should have turned her down. He would turn her down. Tomorrow, when he went to meet with her, he’d apologize, offer his deepest regrets, and leave before he got more involved with a woman he had no business associating with.

      By God. Just the memory of her sweet fragrance when she’d leaned toward him was more than enough to make him wish he’d demanded something extra from her as payment. A kiss, perhaps? He shook his head. No, she would not have allowed such a thing anymore than she would an unwelcome touch to her thigh. Blayne’s hands clenched at the memory. He’d been prepared to intervene the moment he’d seen what was going on. Indeed, he’d had a brief vision of cutting off Mr. Evans’s hand so he’d never do something like that again, only to watch him flee seconds later as if he’d encountered a ghoul.

      Damned if Blayne hadn’t been proud of Miss Russell for handling herself so well, even if her coming here to begin with had been remarkably foolish. This neighborhood wasn’t safe. Certainly not for an upper-class lady dripping with wealth and prestige. He’d have to have a word with her about that when he called on her. It was the least he could do to ease his own conscience before putting an end to their brief acquaintance.

      “What the devil are you doing?”

      Blayne started. “What?”

      Claus, a much shorter and younger man whom Guthrie had hired a few years earlier and who now helped Blayne run The Black Swan, studied him with open curiosity. “You’ve been standing here staring at that door for the past five minutes.” A cheeky smile curved the edge of his lips. “Something to do with that fine piece of muslin you were cozying up to?”

      “Bugger off,” Blayne muttered. He stepped around Claus and headed toward the back of the building. Surely some accounts needed settling – anything to distract him from the nightmare he was presently living. He’d have to deal with it tomorrow, but for now, he’d no desire to think of the reason why he couldn’t help Miss Russell.

      “She’s quite pretty,” Claus said, following Blayne into the office. “And I was very impressed with how she handled Mr. Evans. Scared the hell out of him with that pistol of hers.”

      “Ye saw that, did ye?” Blayne dropped into the armchair behind his desk and pretended indifference by busying himself with some of the papers he’d left there.

      “Aye.” Claus folded his arms and leaned one shoulder against the doorjamb. “She’s a rare find, Blayne. If you don’t ask her to marry you, I surely will.”

      Blayne snapped to attention. “What?”

      Claus grinned. “Christ. She really made an impression on you, didn’t she?”

      “Ye’ve got scrambled eggs for brains,” Blayne muttered. He found a ledger and opened it with a frown. “Now get out so I can get on with my work.”

      “All right, all right.” Clause straightened. “No need to get your unmentionables in a twist.”

      Without even thinking, Blayne snatched up an empty coffee cup and hurled it directly at Claus’s head. Claus caught the projectile with ease, his ensuing laughter so raucous it stayed in the air for a good while after he’d taken his leave.

      “Idiot,” Blayne muttered, only to wonder if the word might not be better suited to himself when he glanced at the clock an hour later and realized he’d just been sitting there, unable to focus on his work because of the female who’d taken up residence in his head.

      All the more reason to end their arrangement before it began in earnest. Today he’d been taken off guard, which was something he never allowed to happen. But damn if the feisty little vixen hadn’t convinced him to agree to something he would have walked away from right away if he’d been given a moment to think. Tomorrow he’d be more prepared because he’d know what to expect. And there was no way in hell he’d let her talk him into keeping the job he’d accepted.

      No, it was time to show Miss Russell exactly who she was dealing with. Not some Mayfair dandy she could talk circles around until he submitted to her way of thinking, but a hardened criminal who’d watched the life seep out of men’s eyes while he shoved a blade through their hearts.
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      When Charlotte arrived at breakfast the following morning, the tension filling the air was thick, like an early morning fog. She glanced around. Nothing was out of place, but her parents weren’t exchanging a single word with each other. Not that they were especially chatty in general, but Papa would often remark on the news he read in the paper while Mama made non-committal responses.

      Today they silently watched Charlotte’s every move as she entered the room and proceeded toward the table. Reaching her chair, she offered her parents a smile and took a seat. “Good morning.”

      Her father, Viscount Elkins, tapped the top of his soft-boiled egg with his spoon while pressing his lips together as if to hide a wide grin. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I’m glad. Very pleased to hear it.” Papa cleared his throat. He cast a glance at his wife and…

      Was that a flicker of eager anticipation Charlotte spied in his eyes? She frowned. As the sort of man who’d always prided himself on his stoic self-control, few things caused him to give away any hint of emotion.

      Nerves on instant alert, Charlotte poured herself a cup of tea. She had a dreadful feeling she’d need the soothing drink to calm herself very soon.

      “You do look well rested,” Charlotte’s mother said. “Which is wonderful to see.”

      Charlotte narrowed her eyes. “Mama?”

      “Yes, dear?”

      “What’s going on?”

      “Well. Um.” Her mother’s lips almost trembled with the effort it seemed to take for her not to break into a wide grin. “It’s just that I’m sure your fresh-faced appearance is bound to please Mr. Cooper.”

      Certain her morning was about to take an immediate descent into hell, Charlotte took a deep breath and said, “Whoever this Mr. Cooper may happen to be, I don’t see why his opinion of me ought to matter.”

      “Oh,” Mama said with a start. Her eyes twinkled. “I’m so sorry, Charlotte, but it seems my excitement has gotten away from me. You see, Mr. Cooper is an American businessman, the owner of the steelworks company your father has been investing in for the past three years, and—”

      “Mr. Cooper and I have been enjoying an interesting correspondence of late,” Papa said, taking over. “In fact, I’d like to say we’ve become good friends. He’s truly a remarkable man. Fine fellow. Wealthy of course, with an excellent head for business on his shoulders. And he just happens to be in the market for a wife.”

      “Oh no,” Charlotte murmured.

      “Naturally I mentioned you since Americans do seem to find prestige in marrying into the British peerage. As a viscount’s daughter, you’d be the perfect fit.”

      Charlotte groaned. “Perhaps if I were seven years younger.”

      “A minor detail,” Mama said with the widest grin Charlotte had ever seen on her face. “The thing of note is that Mr. Cooper is presently on his way here to meet you.”

      “According to the letter we received from him this morning,” Papa declared as if he were handing out a prize, “he ought to arrive on Tuesday.”

      “Isn’t it exciting?” Mama was almost bouncing in her seat like a toddler about to be served her favorite dessert. “Just when we thought you’d never marry, a potential suitor fills us with hope. I can scarcely believe your luck.”

      Neither could Charlotte. She’d had everything worked out – her entire future planned in her head. She’d pursue her writing, amass a small fortune, buy a home for herself in the countryside, and create a retreat for likeminded women who wished to avoid the bonds of marriage in favor of enriching their lives with art and culture. Not once had any of her imaginings included a husband. Indeed, a husband would ruin everything.

      “He’ll want me to go to America with him,” she said, horrified by the notion.

      “Naturally, my dear,” Mama said without any hint of remorse over having to send her daughter halfway across the world.

      Charlotte’s mind whirled, frantically seeking a way to escape what was rapidly turning into a real catastrophe. “You should have consulted me first.”

      “We wanted it to be a surprise,” Papa said in a far more characteristic no-nonsense tone than he’d applied thus far.

      “And it most certainly is,” Charlotte said. She reached for her tea. The time for soothing her nerves had come. “Though not a welcome one.”

      Her mother’s mouth dropped open. “How can you say such a thing?”

      “You are seven-and-twenty years of age, Charlotte,” her father announced as if she needed reminding. “The fact that a man like Mr. Cooper might be prepared to offer for you is a bloody miracle, my girl.”

      “Lord Elkins,” Mama gasped.

      “I beg your pardon, my dear,” Papa said, “but expletives are sometimes necessary when underlining a point.”

      Mama leaned forward in her seat and regarded Charlotte as if she were a madwoman who ought to be carted away at once. “You cannot possibly want to become an eccentric woman, pitied by society, and suffering the emptiness you’ll surely endure without a family of your own.”

      “You certainly paint an uplifting picture of Aunt Florence’s bohemian way of living,” Charlotte said. Annoyance trickled through her, prompting her to fill her plate to capacity.

      “My sister is an anomaly,” Mama said with a sniff. “And since she never received an offer of marriage, her situation is also completely beside the point.”

      Given the fact that Charlotte hoped to follow in her aunt’s footsteps, she couldn’t quite agree with her mother’s statement. Especially since she knew her aunt was exceedingly happy with the freedom she’d managed to acquire for herself.

      “Nevertheless,” Charlotte said. She took a few bites of bacon and allowed herself a moment to savor the smoked flavor. “I see no issue with becoming a permanent spinster.”

      Mama gasped.

      Papa tensed so much his shoulders almost grew level with his ears. “You will meet Mr. Cooper when he arrives. More than that, you will make every possible effort to impress him. Is that clear?”

      Charlotte stared at her father. His face was turning a rather alarming shade of red. In fact, she couldn’t recall a time when she’d seen him quite so angry. And yet, for the sake of her own future, she knew she could not afford to cower. So she straightened her spine and spoke a distinct, “No.”

      “What?” he blustered.

      “I appreciate the effort you’ve gone to on my behalf. Truly, I do. But I cannot accept Mr. Cooper’s attentions.”

      “Why the devil not?” Papa exploded while his wife began fanning herself with her napkin.

      “Because I am already spoken for.”

      Silence.

      Charlotte’s parents gaped at her in dumbfounded shock. Which was rather fortuitous since it gave Charlotte a much needed moment to come to grips with her impromptu announcement.

      “By whom?” Papa asked once he’d managed to find his tongue.

      “Hmm?” Charlotte wracked her brain for an answer while shoving more food in her mouth. As long as she was eating, she wouldn’t have to speak.

      “Who has asked for your hand in marriage, Charlotte, and why in blazes hasn’t he come to me first?” Papa glared at her as if she were an enemy combatant he’d like to skewer with his bayonet.

      “Language, dear,” Mama murmured. She patted her husband’s hand before telling Charlotte, “I wonder why you haven’t mentioned this gentleman before. And where on earth could you possibly have met him? You’ve not attended a ball in ages. So that can only mean you must have encountered him during one of your many walks. Which is highly inappropriate and doesn’t speak well of your intended. I mean, what sort of man would think to approach an unmarried lady with whom he’s not acquainted. Unless of course—”

      “Well?” Papa raised an eyebrow and waited while Charlotte swallowed her food. “Answer your mother.”

      Drat it all. She’d have to say something now.

      “That’s exactly it.” Charlotte decided to latch onto the explanation her mother had just provided. By incorporating her recent experience in the East End, she hoped her story would sound credible. “Mr. Wright…er…came to my aid a couple of months ago when a thief stole my reticule.”

      Charlotte’s mother paled. “You never said.”

      “I didn’t want to worry you.”

      “Where did this happen?” Papa asked.

      “In the park,” Charlotte said, deliberately meeting his gaze for the purpose of selling the lie. “The thief came out of nowhere. He threatened me with a knife.”

      “Good grief,” Mama gasped.

      “I could have been seriously injured, or worse, had Mr. Wright not come to my rescue.” There was no turning back now. Not unless she planned on getting married to Mr. Cooper, which she most certainly did not. And just like that, whatever guilt she felt about being dishonest died in the face of what her parents had planned for her – marriage to a stranger who might very easily be short, fat, and balding. Not that there was anything wrong with that, but—

      “Where on earth was Daisy during all of this?” Papa asked.

      “Ah…” Charlotte would have to hunt her maid down before her parents got the chance to do so and beg her to back up the lie that was now expanding like foam in a poorly filled glass of champagne. “She was helping a child who’d fallen and scraped his knee.”

      “What child?” Mama wanted to know.

      “A small one,” Charlotte said. She took a hasty sip of her tea. “He’d broken away from his group, I think, and tripped over a stone or something. Honestly, I was too distracted by the thief to notice.”

      “And Mr. Wright gave chase, I suppose?” Mama asked, her brow knit with concern.

      “Indeed,” Charlotte said. She returned her cup to its saucer. “He caught the scoundrel and returned my reticule to me.” Fiction was so much more pleasant than real life. “Since then, I’ve happened upon him a few times. We’ve talked at great length on a number of subjects, and then yesterday quite out of the blue, he proposed.”

      “Did he really?” Papa didn’t sound entirely convinced.

      “Considering my dwindling chance of getting married, I leapt at the opportunity and accepted right away. I was intending to mention it to you this morning since you were both out last night at the theatre.” Thank God or Charlotte wasn’t sure how she’d have explained the delayed declaration of her upcoming nuptials, no matter how fictional they might be.

      “Considering I’ve never heard of this Mr. Wright, he cannot be a member of the peerage or the aristocracy, which means he must be a bloody nobody,” Papa stated.

      “I believe he’s a Scottish entrepreneur,” Charlotte said.

      “I…see.” Charlotte’s mother blinked a few times and eventually reached for her tea.

      “Have you completely lost your mind?” Papa thundered.

      Charlotte stared back at his outraged expression. She wanted to yell at him for assuming she’d fall in line like her sisters and give up her hopes and dreams for a future she no longer wanted. Except doing so would undermine her attempt at pretending she’d already gotten engaged. So she pushed down her anger and schooled her features. “If that is how you define falling in love, Papa, then I suppose I must have.”

      He threw up his hands. “Unbelievable.”

      “You’ve no idea,” Charlotte muttered.

      “What was that?” Papa demanded.

      “Nothing,” Charlotte assured him with a fixed smile while taking another sip of her tea.

      “Well.” He glanced at his wife, then back at Charlotte. “I want to meet this Mr. Wright no later than tomorrow.”

      “You won’t have to wait that long since he’s due to arrive here in roughly one hour.” She began eating as quickly as she could. There was much to be done before Mr. MacNeil came to call. She had to speak with Daisy. A bouquet of flowers would have to be purchased. Somehow, she’d have to convince her newly employed guard to play along. Her heart began racing with uneven beats.

      “Excellent.” Papa stood, whatever fatherly affection he’d shown toward her earlier was now completely buried behind a façade cut from granite. “And just so we’re clear, I’d better approve of him, because if I don’t, you’ll be marrying Mr. Cooper the moment he sets foot in England.”

      Charlotte sank back against her chair while her father marched from the room. She couldn’t understand his reasoning. What did it matter if she didn’t marry the man he’d selected for her? The only thing she could think was that her father would be embarrassed by wasting Mr. Cooper’s time. Unless there was something else she wasn’t aware of.

      “Charlotte?”

      Expelling a deep breath, Charlotte met her mother’s inquisitive gaze. “I suppose I should go and prepare myself for my fiancé’s arrival.”

      “Your father and I value honesty, Charlotte.” It was clear Mama wasn’t completely convinced by the story either. “Armed robbery in the park while there were at least three other people nearby? Honestly, dear. We don’t appreciate being lied to. Especially not by one of our daughters.”

      “And I don’t appreciate being manipulated into something I do not want.”

      “We’re only trying to safeguard your future.”

      “I know.” Perhaps if she’d confided in them from the very beginning, she wouldn’t be in this mess. But no, her parents would never support her writing or her desire to be independent and different. They wanted her to adhere to a model they understood, and that involved getting married and having children. The end.

      Which meant there was only one thing for it. She’d simply have to convince them Mr. MacNeil was Mr. Wright and make sure they approved of him so they’d not force her to break off her imaginary engagement. Which Mr. MacNeil still knew nothing about. How hard could it possibly be?

      Determined to succeed, she refused to answer that question, finished her toast, and excused herself from the table, then rushed to find Daisy.

      “Has Papa questioned you about a Mr. Wright?” Charlotte asked, just to be sure. The maid was in Charlotte’s bedchamber, putting away some freshly laundered clothes.

      “No, miss. I’ve not seen your father today.” Daisy frowned. “Who’s Mr. Wright?”

      Charlotte took a deep breath. “You may want to sit for a moment while I explain.”

      Ten minutes later, Daisy was gaping at Charlotte as if she’d materialized from thin air. “Are you mad?”

      “No. Just desperate.”

      “This plan of yours is destined to fail, miss, and then what’ll you do?” The maid had been with Charlotte for so many years the two were more like friends than mistress and servant. As such, Daisy often spoke her mind, which was something Charlotte valued.

      “Not marry Mr. Cooper,” Charlotte muttered. “I’ll fight with whatever weapons I have at my disposal.”

      “Which clearly includes an overactive imagination,” Daisy said. Her eyes softened as she regarded Charlotte. “You haven’t even met Mr. Cooper. Maybe he’s not so bad. From what I hear, Americans can be more relaxed when it comes to the freedom of women than we Brits tend to be. Maybe he’ll support you in your endeavors?”

      “Maybe. But how will I find the time to pursue them if I’m to be a wife and mother? There will be a home to manage and children to see to. If Mr. Cooper is indeed the wealthy businessman Papa professes him to be, he’ll probably have a large mansion with dozens of staff awaiting attention from their future mistress. It will be exhausting – a full job in and of itself. And that is without considering social functions I’ll no doubt have to attend and dinner parties I’ll need to host. Honestly, Daisy. All I want to do is write.”

      “Well then.” Daisy pressed her lips firmly together. “In that case we’d better prepare.”

      “Mr. MacNeil will be here within half an hour if he’s punctual.”

      “Then I should go and see about those flowers so he fits the part you’ve created for him.”

      “What if he refuses to play along?” The details had been easy enough to come up with when she’d been desperate to ruin her father’s plans. Now, it seemed unlikely any sane man would willingly let himself get tangled up in her mess.

      “No sense in worrying over that before it’s happened.” Daisy went to the door. “I’m sure it’ll all work out exactly how it’s supposed to.”

      Charlotte had her doubts but chose not to argue. Instead she offered a smile and a nod while Daisy slipped from the room. How on earth had it come to this? Yesterday, when she’d hired Mr. MacNeil, she’d felt like she was in control of her destiny. Now, she found herself at his mercy. All she could do was pray he’d be more forgiving and kind than his reputation suggested. Because if he wasn’t, there would be hell to pay for her deception, not just from her father, but from a notorious St. Giles criminal.
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