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      Miss Abigail Wentworth sat as still as still could be as she waited for the tirade to end. She cocked her head thoughtfully to the side, clasping her hands together in her lap as her cousin went on and on…

      What was Clarence on about again?

      She tried to remember the thread, hoping her eyes hadn’t glazed in a way that would alert him she wasn’t listening. He didn’t like it when she stopped listening.

      The story had been long and dull, not that one could tell from his level of agitation.

      Quietly, she remembered the thread of his words. The tale about a man who had slighted him at his club that afternoon.

      Now that she thought about it, she distinctly remembered a few lines. They played back in her mind as she continued her pretense of listening and glancing about the second-floor drawing room. The room was unchanged from her childhood, soft pink silk curtains, cream pillows, highly polished wood. But everything felt different now. Cast in a darker light.

      “And then he’d informed me that I was not welcome at his table. Can you believe that?”

      Yes. Yes, she could.

      But she shook her head sympathetically, molding her features in a show of solace.

      “I’m the new baron,” he railed. “How dare that bastard say such a thing to me?” His hand flew up in the air as she forced herself to focus.

      The first time Clarence had gone on such a tirade, she’d been frightened out of her wits. He grew so animated, his face turning purple, his arms waving wildly. And when she’d asked a probing question about what he’d done to provoke such negative behavior from another, wham. The back of his hand had come down across her cheek so hard and so fast, stars had exploded behind her eyes.

      Even now, her fingers came up to stroke the skin along her cheekbone, which had been bruised for weeks.

      She’d been shocked and appalled that first time. What great offense had she committed that warranted such treatment? But no answer had become apparent.

      So she’d learned…

      Better to make sympathetic noises, say as little as possible. Give him the appearance of attendance while letting her mind drift far away.

      The problem was not in her method, it was sound. The issue now was how often she was forced to keep up this façade—almost daily. And how many more times she’d need to in the future.

      Clarence was her distant cousin and heir to her father’s title. When her father had passed five months prior, Clarence had been on a tour of France and it had taken some time to bring him back.

      But now that he was here, he was inescapable. In her present…but in her future as well.

      Clarence had decided that he and Abigail should marry. The new Baron Westphal wanted her as his baroness. And she was in no position to deny him. It was impossible.

      This was going to be her life.

      Her shoulders, held rigidly straight, began to curve forward at the thought as she attempted to hide the grief that always overwhelmed her at the idea of marrying her cousin.

      “He said I was sniveling drivel and that he’d had more masculine rags with which to clean his boots.”

      The words filtered into her thoughts. She tended to agree with whomever Clarence’s unnamed aggressor had been. But instead, she just made some outraged noise deep in her throat, tiredness pulling her shoulders down even further.

      She knew better than to allow her exhaustion to show. Her shoulders should be set in indignation. He turned toward her and stopped, his gaze narrowing.

      “Abigail,” his words cut through her, the sharp, dark tone of them, making her shoulders snap straight again.

      “Yes, my lord?” she asked, fear sliding down her spine as she swallowed the lump that had risen in her throat.

      He might be short and thin but that didn’t mean he didn’t have a wiry strength that outmatched her in every regard.

      She’d been subject to a sharp hit from him on more than one occasion and she knew enough to do everything in her power to avoid being hit again.

      “Why do you look like that?” His lip curled in distaste. “Do I bore you?”

      She shook her head, thinking quickly. “I am frustrated on your behalf, my lord. That is all.”

      He gave a slow nod and then he reached out and lightly patted her shoulder. “Of course, my dear. That does make sense.”

      Abby swallowed again. She might not respect Clarence Westphal, a spoiled, lazy man who thought the world owed him every advantage, but she respected his backhand. Her father had never hit her; he hadn’t been the most affectionate or loving man, but he’d not openly abused her, she could say that.

      But Clarence had no such qualms. She twisted her gloved fingers together as she drew in a shuddering breath. There was nothing to do but allow him to rail out all his malice. “What else happened?”

      Clarence returned to pacing. “Let me see. He…” His lip curled again as he paused. “Was some dark-haired, hulking, untamed beast of a man who clearly grew up without a shred of refinement. He must have inherited his position, because he surely wasn’t born into it.”

      Her brows rose. Clarence was tossing that barb? Not that she agreed with him. A man’s worth was in his actions, not his birth, but why Clarence would think the other man less for not having been born the son of a lord was a complete mystery to her. But she kept her mouth closed, lips pressed tightly together.

      “And he just oozed this rough masculinity like sap from a tree. He had his feet on the chair across from him. Can you believe that? At White’s.”

      She had no idea how men behaved in their clubs away from the eyes of women, but Clarence clearly wasn’t thinking that particular detail through as he tossed out the insult.

      And she doubted many of the lords she knew would ever do something so crass as put their shoes on nice furniture. Not even at a gentlemen’s club. “I can’t.”

      “And he had this grin. Like he saw right through me.” Clarence stabbed at the air, his bony fingers jerking with his movements. Only a few years her senior, Clarence appeared much older than the two and twenty she knew him to be. “But I see through him. He’s an uncouth animal.”

      She nipped at her lip. Had he said who…who this man was? The one who had so clearly gotten under Clarence’s skin?

      She wished she knew. She’d like to send him a basket filled with fruit or pastries. Not that she’d ever be allowed to do such a thing. But perhaps at some point she could give her thanks. Show her regard to the man who’d said all the words she could not. He had effortlessly hurled all the words at Clarence that sat bitter on her tongue daily.

      Clarence deserved each and every one of them, just as he deserved the irritation coursing through him now.

      Not that it was difficult to rile Clarence. He was forever obsessing about various slights. But still. Clarence was upset, even for him.

      Did she dare ask the name of the man? Had he spoken the identity of the offender when she’d stopped paying attention? If he had, he’d be terribly angry if she posed the question.

      So she didn’t want to ask.

      Still, she’d like to know the person who so directly and easily dug under Clarence’s skin. At the very least, she’d like to shake his hand.

      That last thought made her smile and she ducked her chin quickly to hide the curve of her lips. Imagine if she could find another man who could put Clarence in his place. The sort of man who might be her hero.

      A soft sigh escaped her lips. What a lovely dream.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lord Rushton Smith, Rush to everyone who knew him well, sat in his carriage and chuckled. He hadn’t been this amused in weeks.

      Actually, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this…light.

      Not since his family had purchased the gaming hell, Hell’s Corner. And even before that, the weight of financial strain, and the burden of supporting his family, had been oppressive. He raked his fingers through his hair and sat back in his seat.

      This was why a man should just work with his hands. It was steady. Even. He’d always found his hands to be his most consistent tool.

      They’d hoped the club would provide them with a dependable income. And it had been a financial boon, there was no denying that. But it had tied him even more tightly to his family, and this life in London, at a time when he wished to escape. And Hell’s Corner created one problem after another.

      There was the man who wished to purchase the gaming hell from them, which sounded like a solution, though the offer had been anything but. When his eldest brother had refused the offer, the solicitor had attacked Rush’s sister, Mirabelle. They still weren’t sure about the perpetrator’s true name or who he worked for, but he was a danger lurking in the background that had hardly allowed Rush rest.

      While he no longer wished to be beholden to his family, he’d not leave them in a crisis. Rush had found a new job, one he was very excited about. He’d become the estate manager for a merchant who’d purchased a large estate west of London. The position would utilize his accounting skills, but he’d also spend a fair bit of time on the grounds, outdoors where he belonged.

      Best of all, his new boss spent most of his time in London, so Rush would be there without an overseer most of the time. A position that suited him.

      And it was time for him to gain some autonomy from his family. His brothers each had a life independent of the club, of their siblings, but for him… Every action he took was for the betterment of his brothers and sisters. And it was choking him.

      One might have thought that running an illegal gaming hell was perfect for a man who’d been raised on the East End of London. He’d grown up amongst criminals and thieves.

      But Rush wanted more than just to live in the shadows of the seedy underbelly. He wished to move and think and breathe. Besides—since when did running a criminal operation mean he was chained to a desk, turning as soft as his waste of a father? It cut him to think of himself as just another worker bee growing weak in an operation that didn’t suit him at all. None of his brothers had to chafe under such restraint. The tension in him had been building for weeks.

      But today…today he’d had a bit of fun and it had been so satisfying.

      Some tiny and pompous man had strutted into White’s, calling out his importance and his position and how everyone ought to take note of him.

      Rush did. He noted thinning hair, weak arms, pasty skin, as though he rarely stepped outdoors. A gut and a chin that belied his thin frame. The man was everything he hated about the peerage: weak, sniveling, and yet full of his own pompous worth. It was like a disease among them.

      He was the opposite man to Rush in every way. Though to be fair, of late, he’d also spent a great deal of his time indoors, calculating numbers. He was the only one of his brothers who was any good at the endeavor, even if he still preferred to be physical. He’d much rather be swinging an axe, riding a horse, or wrestling a man.

      What did that make him exactly? His whole life he’d been a man without a country. He didn’t belong anywhere. He wasn’t a gentleman despite the title of Lord, nor was he a laborer as his muscles implied. He didn’t fit with his brothers, nor his father, the peerage, or the working class. He was a man without purpose, a ship without a rudder or a port, and it made him itch to strike out and find his own place in the world.

      One that valued the thickness of his chest, the bulk of his biceps, and the power in his thighs as much as it did his business sense.

      But he digressed. The little weasel had come in, loudly bloviating on his position, and then he’d stopped in front of Rush’s table. His beady eyes had homed in on Rush’s feet, placed in another chair, and that weasel’s gaze had managed to narrow.

      How eyes that small worked their way smaller still, Rush couldn’t say, but they did. The other man’s lip had curled and then the little rat had demanded that Rush make room for a baron.

      He might not belong in the world of lords, but he’d not bow or scrape to it. Never.

      Rush might have told him that he was the heir apparent to a marquessate. But honestly, the position was so new, he’d completely forgotten and if he were honest, he didn’t hold much value in a position of the peerage. A man’s actions should measure his worth, not the title given to him by his father. And if superiority were measured by blood, why was he, as a bastard son, less? Shouldn’t he be as important as a baron?

      Honestly, he didn’t understand the system enough to know if the baron outranked him. Rush’s father had been an earl and he’d tried to teach all his sons the class system, but as bastards, they’d just assumed they’d find their lives and livelihoods outside of the drawing rooms of London, so Rush had never much paid attention.

      So when the man had challenged him, Rush had responded the way he knew how, with aggression.

      He had not hit the man. Even he had his limits.

      But he’d let the little shit know that he didn’t bow to weasels or barons. Period.

      The beady-eyed little weasel had gone off in such a huff that Rush had been filled with satisfaction since.

      Perhaps he needed to recommence boxing sessions with his brother Tris, who boxed professionally and would surely beat the dickens out of Rush, but even that would feel good. He needed to sharpen up with a fight. Needed to loosen his muscles and his mind with hard physical activity. He’d lost it these last months and a good beating always reprioritized his thinking.

      He had a plan of where he wished to go and what he wanted to do, but he’d yet to decide how to extricate himself from his family. They needed him now. His new boss had been kind enough to delay Rush’s start, but Rush would have to find a way out soon…

      Ace, their eldest brother, had removed their sisters from London, leaving only him and his brothers behind. And without the girls to smooth the brothers’ rough edges, tempers in the house had been running high. One more reason he’d have to be careful how he made his exit.

      Fulton had been on a run to Italy to move another shipment of wine, but he, Tris, and Gris had been circling each other like lions in a cage.

      That was surely why he’d not fulfilled his sister Mirabelle’s request to check on her little friend who’d gotten herself a nasty guardian.

      He pulled the bit of parchment out of his coat, the one with the chit’s name and address. Lady Abigail Wentworth. He frowned.

      Rush had only met her once, but he already knew she was far too beautiful to be the sort of woman he protected. His attraction to her had been instant, sizzling through his veins like fire on kindling. A man couldn’t guard a lady like that and not get…ideas.

      Hell, he’d already had them. Something about her fragile beauty called to him and he didn’t like it.

      And that was the last thing he needed, to confuse his place in this world further. There were a few truths he understood absolutely. He wasn’t the marrying kind, he was the dregs. A rough-and-tumble warrior.

      And his father’s lack of attention had proved something else too. He’d never be part of the elite world. If even his earl of a father didn’t love him, why would any member of the peerage?

      Which meant he was never to touch her. Her beauty was to be admired at a great distance and not more closely.

      But he’d promised Mirabelle, and he was currently relaxed thanks to his modest victory—and so today he’d go see Abigail.

      And then he’d call this duty fulfilled.

      Once and for all. He could write to Mirabelle and explain that Abigail was fine. That the new guardian was good enough and that all this worry was just women being women.

      He had two sisters, after all. Meddling was like breathing to them. Necessary.

      The carriage rolled up to an elegant-looking townhouse, and some of his good mood evaporated as he scowled at the stately brick-front home.

      See? She lived in luxury. What would she have to complain about?

      He stepped out of the carriage and bounded up the steps two at a time, then rapped with the knocker.

      A butler answered the door with a frown. “Yes?”

      “Lord Smith,” he said. Even he knew that he wasn’t supposed to ask for an audience with an unmarried woman without invitation. But he didn’t know her guardian’s name.

      For a brief moment, the butler’s gaze clouded with confusion before he opened the door wider. “I’ll get Baron Westphal.”

      Westphal? The name niggled in his gut, sounding uncomfortably familiar.

      Westphal? Wasn’t that the name of the man who’d…

      But he didn’t finish his thought, because appearing at the top of the stairs was the little weasel. Well, didn’t that just fucking figure.
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      “What are you doing here?”

      Abby could practically hear the spit flying from Clarence’s mouth as he spoke from the hall.

      She froze. Did she step out? Stay put? He sounded angry. The sort of angry that she carefully attempted to avoid.

      “It’s you,” a deep baritone called back. The sound of the other man’s voice shivered through her, both richly masculine and oddly familiar.

      Without meaning to, she rose from her seat, twisting her hands as she craned to catch a glimpse of him. But from her spot in the sitting room, she could see no further than the banister and not down into the foyer. Not from here.

      Who was the man who’d so immediately upset Clarence? Curiosity and dread settled in her stomach as she drew in a trembling breath.

      “What are you doing in my house?” Clarence snarled, tension making his back stiff and straight.

      “Your house? Is this not the home of Lady Abigail?”

      “What business do you have with her?” Clarence’s voice sounded tight and hard, a sure sign the anger was rising.

      But the other man didn’t seem to care. “That is none of your concern.”

      Her breath caught in her chest as Clarence spun to her, his face twisted and angry. “He’s here to see you.”

      It wasn’t a statement. No, the words were an accusation, as vicious and cutting as the mean look pulling at the corners of his eyes. She froze. “I don’t even know who you mean.”

      But then the man with that deep baritone came into view, striding up the stairs, and she gasped in a breath. She’d recognize Mirabelle’s brother anywhere. Lord Smith.

      Tall and devastatingly handsome in that dark and mysterious way, with near-black, wavy hair and deep, dark, glittering eyes, he had the sort of lean cheekbones and a sharp jaw that might make a woman swoon if she weren’t in such danger. The only thing that softened his face at all was the fullness of his lips.

      His neck was thick and corded, with his cravat off and his shirt open to expose the sun-kissed skin. His shoulders were broad, tapering down to narrow hips and powerful thighs. He trotted up the stairs as though he put in no effort at all.

      So entranced with the man before her, she’d forgotten all about Clarence until he was next to her.  She started in surprise, her heart thrumming in her ears as she tried to breathe. But fear was pounding through her limbs as Clarence’s face twisted in rage.

      She had the presence of mind to take a step back before his claw-like hand clamped over her upper arm, dragging her closer.

      How could a man that thin be that strong? Was she just that weak? But she couldn’t ask as Clarence leaned close to her face. “How do you know this miscreant, Abigail? Tell me now!”

      She drew in a shuddering breath, her gaze meeting Lord Smith’s as her jaw opened and closed again. “Please, my lord. He is the brother of the Marquess of Highgrove.”

      “Highgrove?” Clarence spat. “I should have known.” He released her arm to turn back to Smith. “But just as you did not allow me to sit at your table, you are not allowed in my home and you are certainly not allowed to consort with my wife-to-be.”

      “Your wife-to-be?” Lord Smith said loudly, standing up straighter as his chest seemed to expand. His gaze settled on her as he skimmed her length. “I can see why Mirabelle was concerned.”

      “Mirabelle?” Clarence, quicker than a snake, grasped her arm again before he gave her a violent shake. “You know how I hate surprises.” She attempted not to cry out in pain but he held her so tightly, she was certain to bruise. Her teeth snapped together as she attempted to gain some ground with which to move away.

      “I know.” Clarence did not like anything unexpected. He was only satisfied with complete control. Had no one ever told him no? His father was the cousin of her father, though he’d died when Clarence was small, leaving his mother to raise him. Abby had met the woman on several occasions. She thought her son was the most amazing creature to grace the country of England.

      “Then who is Mirabelle?”

      “Baron Boxby’s wife,” she stuttered as his hand tightened. Lord Smith stalked closer. “Highgrove’s sister.”

      “Why don’t I know of her?”

      He was still shaking her, not paying attention to Lord Smith at all. But the other man was all that Abby could see. He was so tall and strong, his eyes holding hers captive despite the way Clarence shook her…

      Meanwhile, Clarence was stealing her air with his anger, making it hard to think. Darkness threatened to engulf her, only the sight of Smith keeping her tethered, his size only seeming to grow larger in comparison as he moved closer.

      “She’s been gone this past month,” she cried, futilely trying to pull back. “I’ve lived my entire life here in London, Clarence. I couldn’t possibly inform you of every contact.”

      A mistake. She blamed the strength that Lord Smith infused into the air standing so near. As though she might take some of his size and presence as her own.

      But she ought to know better. Arguing with Clarence was always a terrible mistake. One she paid for a moment later when his hand came across her cheek, pain exploding through her face, stars sparking behind her eyes.

      Her hands flew to cover the spot, cutting through the air to hide the evidence. Protect herself. But her fingers never reached her face. The sickening sound of flesh meeting flesh once again filled her ears, though this time, she wasn’t the one who received the hit.

      Suddenly, her vision still blurred, she felt herself falling. She hit the floor with a hard thump that knocked the air from her lungs.

      She tried to inhale another breath, but she couldn’t seem to take in enough to fill her lungs, and the stars she’d been seeing faded to black as the world around her disappeared completely.
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        * * *

      

      Well. Fuck.

      That’s what Rush got for having a moment of happiness. He looked at the baron, sprawled out on the floor from the wicked right hook Rush had landed with perfect accuracy.

      The problem? Westphal had been gripping Lady Abigail so tightly, he’d dragged her down too and now…

      She’d fallen into a dead faint.

      What did he do now?

      Did he leave her? Westphal had thought nothing of violently hitting Abigail. When the weasel came to, would he retaliate against the petite woman again?

      He looked down at the delicate beauty on the floor, her soft, red lips parted, her eyes closed, and her thick blonde hair half falling from its pins.

      He’d promised Mirabelle that he’d look in on her friend, but somehow, he doubted this was what Mirabelle had had in mind.

      Still…it was done now. What came next? Did she feel the same way about weasels like Westphal that he did? Did she wish for a different life too? Surely, she didn’t wish to stay with this abuser?

      But perhaps that was his own gut talking. He felt this pull toward her that he couldn’t explain.

      He cocked his head, assessing her for another moment. This woman had called to him since the first time they’d met, when she’d come to visit his sister. The feeling was no different today.

      He bent down and wrenched Westphal’s hand from her upper arm and then placed both his hands over her ridiculously small waist.

      Decision made.

      Pulling, he easily lifted her limp body, and then he slung her over his shoulder. Her hands slapped limply at the back of his thighs as her face settled against his back, her body folding over him.

      The silk of her gown made it more difficult to hold her as she began to slide off his shoulder. He settled her more firmly in his grip, his hand resting on her very round derriere as he started back down the stairs.

      The butler stared at him, open-mouthed, as he crossed the entry.

      “My lord,” he gasped, taking a half step forward. “You can’t just—”

      “You’re going to stop me?” Rush asked, continuing past the man without even pausing, and then he swept out the front door.

      The street was quiet as he made his way down the cobblestone walkway from the front door to the sidewalk, where his carriage waited.

      Behind him he heard the yelling of the butler, the scurry of footmen. But he ignored both as he wrenched open the carriage door. Ducking into the vehicle, he lowered Abigail to his front before sweeping her legs up to cradle her body against his, then he sat down in his seat, folding her into his lap.

      “Go,” he ordered the driver.

      His words were sharp and commanding. The crack of his voice brooked little argument as the carriage jolted forward.

      He didn’t have an ornate carriage like many lords. No fancy paint or polished woodwork. His carriage was simple and black, and as they moved onto the busy avenue, he knew he’d blend into the line of other vehicles that clogged the London streets. Which caused him to let out the deep breath he’d been holding, as relief made his shoulders slump.

      And then the woman in his arms, in his lap, stirred.

      Wide blue eyes blinked open, looking up at him, confusion clouding them as her lips parted. So lovely…and in this moment…his.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, admiring the small, straight nose and dark fringe of lashes that framed those blue eyes. Her delicate skin was a perfect shade except for the angry red mark that still graced her cheek.

      “All right?” she asked, blinking again as her lips pursed. “I’m not certain. What…” Then she started to sit up.

      But he tightened his grip. “Settle, sweetheart,” he murmured. It wouldn’t do for her to sit up and then faint again. “You’ve had a shock, I think.”

      She would be such a lovely partner…if not in crime, then perhaps at the very least in separation, his own true goal. He’d emancipate them both from the tyranny of the peerage and the weight of family that didn’t understand them. Surely, she felt that too. After what he’d just seen…she must want to leave as badly as he did.
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