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Opposites attract and desire clouds judgment, but perhaps that’s what an unlikely couple needs.

Widowed two months after she married, Constance Knight thought to put herself back onto the Marriage Mart once her mourning period ended. However, the evening she wished to stretch her legs and take in the fresh evening air, she’s nearly robbed. When a handsome stranger rescues her from such a fate, rumors begin to swirl, and they are quite erroneous if intriguing.

Mr. Gregory Hamilton is a barrister, but he also dabbles in boxing when he’s not in the office; the fighting is the same. While returning home one evening, he leaps from his carriage when he witnesses a woman being assaulted on the pavement. After putting down the threat with a couple of well-timed punches, he bundles the attractive woman into his arms to settle her nerves. By the time he escorts her into the house where a rout is being thrown, gossip puts them together in the most scandalous of ways.

As the whispers and stares intensify over the following days, Constance wishes to fight back and defend her reputation, but a chance conversation with Mr. Hamilton has her changing her mind. When the young widow is receptive to his scandalous idea, Gregory is most pleased to take her on as his mistress in truth. Except once they share intimacy, everything changes. Yet they’re from different worlds and there can be no future between them. Only if they’re honest with themselves will they perhaps have an unlikely romance. Unless fate intervenes.
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April 12, 1819

No. 5

Hanover Square

Mayfair, London

“I’m six and twenty years old, Lydia, and life just isn’t what I thought it might be.” Constance Knight, widowed for just over three years, frowned as she peered out the window in her drawing room. “In fact, I fully expected to have at least one child by now with another on the way, and I certainly expected to remain by Samuel’s side for longer than I did.”

“Oh, I quite agree. Sometimes, though, life isn’t fair.”

The Honorable Lydia Morton was the third daughter and fourth child of a viscount, but the same year that Constance had wed her captain, her cousin had married a baron’s son. Eventually, Lydia would have the title of “lady,” and that had made her parents exceedingly happy. One couldn’t be choosy when one’s family was already large, apparently.

However, Constance didn’t begrudge her cousin that life. The pair was so much in love it was almost sickening. Additionally, Lydia did have two children. Her son was a year and a half old, while her daughter was only six months. Each child was a spitting image of either parent, and they were adorable.

“I miss Samuel. There are times when a sound or a smell will remind me of him.” Her frown deepened as she turned to regard her cousin—nay, her best friend. “And then there are other times when I don’t think of him at all. Does that make me a horrid person?”

“I don’t believe so. You were married to him for only four months. That is hardly time for anyone to leave a deep impression, in love though you may have been.”

“I thought I was... Or in love as much as I could fathom it at the time. I was so young, and he was my first, so I might not have had much to go by.”

Seeming so long ago, she’d been hailed a Diamond of the First Water in her first two Seasons. Sponsored in Town by her cousin’s parents, she was allowed access to ton society events for the specific purpose of attracting a husband. Both she and Lydia had the best fun in those two years, flirting, dancing, leading men on a merry chase. Then, miraculously, her head was turned by a decorated captain in the military. Oh, Samuel had been so handsome and cocksure! She had been swept off her feet, and was thrilled that someone like him had taken notice of her, despite her own ancestry. Of course, her parents were enthusiastic, for she wouldn’t have a better offer.

Laughter from Lydia chased away the blue devils. “Love is different with every person, I think. Look at me.” Amusement danced in her brown eyes. “I fancied myself in love with half a dozen men during those years when we were introduced to society, each one more exciting than the last, but when Charles came into my line of sight, everyone else paled.”

“Mmm.” Did I have that with Samuel?

There was no way to tell and no reason to puzzle it out. After Samuel came home from military service, he’d been given acreage in the country and a townhouse in London in recognition of the deeds of daring that he’d done for King and Country over the prior two years.

“Don’t fret about it, Connie. I’m sure you loved him and he loved you. Why else would you have married in the first place?”

“Because I was desperate to be matched at that time in my life?” As the daughter of a banker and a seamstress, her options of marrying into the ton were slim. When Samuel came along with interest and promise in his eyes, she thought him the answer to her prayers.

Lydia snorted. “Hardly. You were a Diamond. Any man would have made offers.”

It was something she hadn’t discussed with her father, and he’d not brought it to her attention, for they were both happy with Samuel.

Then, her poor husband died four months into their union. Why? Because he couldn’t resist going back for one more job, which meant more income for them both. They had both wished to fill a nursery as soon as they could, and for that, he needed additional funds, for he had recently rented the townhouse she currently sat in. And he’d filed legal documents with his solicitor ensuring she would get to keep said townhouse—his pension helped her to make the payments—but the land Prinny had given to him had gone back to the Crown. Which meant the more income he could take in, the better. So they’d agreed he’d go back and consult, to provide his knowledge to the military as the war ended.

He’d been responsible for overseeing the removal of artillery, cannons, and munitions from various battlefields in France. As a row of cannons began moving, one of them exploded and killed her husband as well as two others, leaving her a widow four months into their union. Had it been tampered with, or had it been a horrible accident? No one knew, but determining a cause wouldn’t bring those men back. All Constance knew was that every dream she’d ever had was lost on that day, and nothing had been the same since.

Looking at her cousin, she shook her head, hoping to stuff those memories back into the boxes of her mind where she’d stored them. “My enjoyment of life was shuttered for far too long due to mourning, not only of him but of the future I assumed we would have. I want to live again.” And with Lydia’s connections, that gave her more access than a middle-class widow could have, and frankly, she was glad for it because it was difficult to find men of means and integrity otherwise. 

“Ah, now we are coming to the heart of the matter.” Though not exactly matronly in form after bearing two children, her cousin had developed maternal curves in recent years. It made her quite deliciously plump and adorable. She refreshed the tea in her porcelain cup then peered at Constance over the rim. “Are you serious when you talk about putting yourself back on the marriage mart?

“Yes, I believe that I am.” Truly, Constance didn’t immediately need a man to take care of her, for Samuel had left her with a tiny nest egg in addition to the townhouse. Since she’d spent the past couple of years in mourning, and another year of living quite frugally after that, she had much of the coin left, but she was more interested in finding a decent, clever man with a sense of humor to spend time with.

Which was more difficult than one would imagine. It seemed that English gentlemen didn’t enjoy a joke or laughing.

“Oh? You’ve grown tired of the company of your cat after all these years?”

“Of course not.” She nodded with a giggle. “Isabella isn’t bad company, and she was the first gift Samuel got me after we were married. He said he didn’t want me to be alone when he went off to France that last time...” As if sensing her slight distress, the white Persian cat jumped into her lap. “Aren’t you a good girl?” she crooned to the feline while the cat curled up in her lap. “Isabella also helps when I fall into one of my episodes.” Which were more like attacks of sudden panic brought on by intense anxiety. She’d experienced them sporadically as a youth, but they’d become more steady and pronounced since she’d been introduced to society.

Lydia eyed the animal askance, but she wasn’t above giving Isabella an ear scratch. “Well, if you wish to start immediately in husband hunting, we can do so tonight at a rout John and I are attending.”

“Rout? Tonight?” Constance’s heartbeat immediately accelerated. “I haven’t ordered new gowns yet for this year.” The old familiar tightness of anxiety rose through her chest. Would it manifest into an attack? Such things had always plagued her, but they’d grown worse since she’d lost her husband.

“You can wear one of mine from last year. It doesn’t fit me any longer since I’ve had the baby and my maid can do your hair.” Excitement lined Lydia’s round face as she peered at her. “Please say you’ll go. It will be such fun to attend society events with you again.”

As much as this was going too quickly, Constance nodded. What would it hurt? “All right. I’ll go with you if we can find a decent gown.”

Lydia set her cup and saucer onto the low table. “We should remove to my house. It’s already tea, and the rout will begin in a few hours. We’ll need to go through gowns.”

“Let me run upstairs and pack a few essentials into a valise.” Then she frowned. “Am I ready for this, though? Should I think about it first?”

“Pish posh, Connie.” Lydia stood and shook out her skirting. “It’s been three years since Samuel died. It’s well past time for you to choose a new husband.” She offered a soft smile. “You need to plunge into society feet first. Don’t give yourself a chance to think about it.”

“Why?”

“Because then you’ll walk yourself out of it.” After heaving out a sigh, she took Constance’s hand. “I know you took his death hard; anyone would. He was a lovely man.”

“He was.” Tears briefly stung the backs of her eyelids. “I wish we had more time together.”

Her cousin nodded. “That is my point. You were married to him for only four months, and two of those he was away in France.” One of her blonde eyebrows rose. “One could argue that the two of you were more strangers than lovers.”

When she wished to dispute the claim, Constance conceded the point. “Our courtship was a whirlwind, and you’re right. Two months wasn’t very long to come to know him.” She pressed her lips together as her thoughts raced and she squeezed Lydia’s fingers. “What if things go horribly wrong?”

“More wrong than losing a husband shortly after wedding him?”

There was that. When she sighed, Isabella lifted her head and peered at her until Constance petted the feline again. “I’m a nobody in society. Yes, my father is a banker and in good standing with a handful of powerful lords, but my mother was a seamstress. That’s a dismal pedigree.”

“It’s better than some, and you have me to vouch for you.” Lydia winked. “Perhaps you’ll meet a man and fall madly in love with him, just as it happened with Samuel.”

Gently, she nudged the cat from her lap. “Can lightning strike twice, though?”

“Perhaps, or you might find a different kind of love, but none of it will happen if you don’t put yourself out there again.” Lydia tugged her up from the sofa. “And if the man you’re taken with is titled, all the better. You’ll live a wonderful life and will finally have the coin to treat yourself to a few luxuries.”

“That would be lovely.” While Samuel would have given her the world if she had asked, the truth was, he was limited in the income he had. If she was honest with herself, Constance only wanted a man, not a title or full coffers. She’d never known what it was like to live a life of luxury. Where she thought she’d start her adult life, and perhaps have a family of her own with Samuel, fate intervened and took that from her. It had been shocking, but she’d not had the experience of being a wife or taking care of a household before she was a widow. “But not necessary. I want a man who can see past my looks. Is that asking too much?”

Samuel had always told her he never knew how he’d landed a woman as beautiful as her, but she’d never believed him, for she knew she had a long face and her features were neither remarkable nor even noble. But he had taken care of her in death, left her a small, modest townhouse and a bit of savings. It wasn’t enough to make a splash though society or gain the notice of a desperate villain, but it would see her comfortable for a few years. If I’m careful. A lonely life, but at least she wouldn’t struggle.

“Oh, it’s necessary, cousin, and don’t downplay your attractiveness. You have always had an undeniable something men find irresistible.”

“Do stop. We both know that is a lie.” Constance chuckled, but worry pressed in upon her. “On second thought, I don’t exactly need to husband hunt just now...”

“You do,” Lydia interrupted as she drew her out into the corridor. “The war took far too many eligible men from society. Now there are too many women all vying for the same men. You need to make your mark to be sure they don’t forget you. Now tell the butler to call your carriage. Time is dwindling.”
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Three hours later

Prentice House

Berkley Square

Mayfair, London

As Constance accepted assistance out of the carriage by Charles Morton—Lydia’s husband—she glanced up at the brick façade of the impressive townhouse. “Oh, I don’t know if I can do this,” she whispered to her cousin, who came abreast of her. 

“You can and you will,” Lydia said as she alighted from the carriage after her. “And you look gorgeous.”

“Well, it is your gown.” In an effort to ignore her nerves that felt strung too tight and the knots of anxiety in her belly, she smoothed a gloved hand along the front of the frock. Made of satin in a light blue hue, it made her feel as if she were a fairytale princess each time she walked. The bodice, lined with tiny silver glass beads, showed off far too much décolletage for her liking, but Lydia had assured her it was quite acceptable in society these days. “And it reflects your spirit and personality, not mine.”

“Pish posh, Connie. You were born to wear such pretty things, and if you’d let yourself remember the girl you were during our Come Out year, you would remember that you were once carefree and vivacious as well.”

“I haven’t been that in far too long.”

“Because you’ve grown too comfortable in hiding behind grief. It was easier to shut yourself away behind closed doors and blame it on grief, when we both know it’s your inability to live through stress.”

“True.” But that didn’t help now. “This is far too fancy a place.” Perhaps if she continued to make excuses, she could run back into the carriage.

“Gammon. It only means the guests will be movers and shakers of society.” Lydia patted her arm. “Let’s go inside. You’ll feel more relaxed in no time.”

Charles chuckled as he took his wife’s arm. “You heard her, Mrs. Knight. She doesn’t enjoy waiting or delays.”

“Oh, don’t I know it.” Constance let the couple go up the short walkway ahead of her, but when she went to follow, the heel of her slipper caught in her hem. The unmistakable sound of fabric rending drifted to her ears. “Well, drat.”

Lydia glanced at her from over her shoulder. “What it is?”

“I’ve torn my hem and my heel is caught.” It was her fault for being vain enough to wear the slippers with the short elevation. “I’ll quickly sort it and then find you in a few minutes once inside. Have Charles secure me a glass of champagne.” The bubbly French wine would help to calm her nerves.

“You’re certain?” One of her cousin’s eyebrows rose in question.

“Yes. I’ll be just a minute.” Already, she crouched on the pavement to untangle the fabric.

“It’s starting to rain, so don’t be long else you’ll ruin your gown.” Then Lydia and her husband went into the townhouse, along with a few other couples who waited behind them on the walkway.

It only took a few moments to untangle her hem from the heel of her shoe. However, when Constance stood, someone flew out of the shadows behind some shrubbery at one corner of the house. He attacked her, wasn’t concerned when she screamed.

“Stop squawking.” The gravelly voice grated over her nerves. When he put his hands on her shoulders and dug his fingers into her flesh, he shuttled her backward between shrubberies until she connected with the brick of the house. “You’re a pretty little bird, aren’t you?”

Terror froze the blood in her veins. Her breath came in fast pants as she worked to shove him away from her body. “Let me go.”

“I don’t think so.” Though she grappled with him, his hard grip on her arms never wavered. “You’ll fetch a decent price, I think.” Then the atrocious man had the audacity to grab at the bodice and gave it a tug. Thankfully, the gown was tight enough that he didn’t succeed in baring her breasts, but he came perilously close to causing a scandal. “I’ve got two other women waiting at the docks to ship out to India. Men with more coin than sense pay handsomely for young, English women.”

Chill bumps broke out over her exposed skin. The need to retch came over her, as did the feeling of acute panic. As best she could, Constance kicked and lashed out at her attacker with her hands.

“None of that. You can show your spirit to the maharaja bloke who has ordered you and the others.” Then he lashed out with a gloved hand. The sound of the slap echoed in her ears seconds before the pain registered. “Better,” he said as she slumped back against the brick wall of the townhouse. “Now, let’s go. The ship leaves tonight.”

“No.” Though she shook her head, the strength leeched from her knees, and they buckled. The wall at her back was the only thing keeping her upright. Honestly, the will to fight left her, and she knew in that moment that this stranger would haul her away to an unknown fate, but then the brigand was suddenly yanked away.

Suddenly, she could breathe, and as she stumbled forward out of the shrubberies and fell to her knees on the pavement, she gawked at the sight of her rescuer as he exchanged blows with her attacker.

Good heavens, what is happening? Seconds later, a wave of anxiety rose up, but she battled it back as best she could. Under no circumstances could she embarrass herself like that, and the concentration on that kept her from worrying about the rain.
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Chapter Two
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Bloody hell, I’m completely knackered.

Mr. Gregory Hamilton briefly closed his eyes and rubbed them with his gloved fingers. The sound of the gentle rain on the carriage roof soothed his frazzled spirit, and because of that, he couldn’t wait to arrive home.

He couldn’t remember when a case had rendered him so exhausted. Surely, not in recent months. However, today had been the culmination of several months of preparation and research, of writing out his arguments and responses for when opposing counsel would defend. Yes, it had been a long day where he’d dealt with the courts and seemingly mountains of paperwork, but his closing arguments had been laid to rest. At the end, a mere two hours ago actually, the judge made a ruling in Gregory’s client’s favor.

It would prove a feather in his proverbial cap, for his client was a titled lord accused of murdering a jeweler. The chap had been in the wrong place at the wrong time, but complicating the matter had been his intense inebriation, so the details for him were fuzzy. However, there had been a witness and enough circumstantial evidence to piece together the puzzle of what actually happened. Thankfully, Gregory was a skilled barrister and he’d been able to orate that story to the courts. Compensation would be forthcoming from the plaintiff, and a percentage of that would keep him solvent for a good three months.

A chuckle escaped him. Now he understood why men wished to hold the title of barrister. Hadn’t he worked his way through the ranks of solicitors in a record three years to land this position? Hadn’t he spent copious amounts of time cultivating highflyers as clients?

I deserve this win.

Not that he could convince his parents his ability to work for a living was an honorable one. Being the second son of Viscount Montcress, with no chance, thank the Lord, of ever holding his father’s title, didn’t come with many aspirations, but he’d wanted to make more of himself than being a scoundrel about Town.

And he enjoyed the challenges the position represented.

Now, all he wanted was his dinner, a bottle of full-bodied red wine, the evening paper, and then his bed with a favorite book. One of the most satisfying aspects following a win was leaving his robe and wig in his office then coming home.

As he slumped back against the bench and enjoyed the squabbing, prepared to drift into a nap on the way through Mayfair, his conveyance slowed. With a huff, he rapped on the ceiling. “Is there a problem, Peter?”

“Nothing more than traffic, Mr. Hamilton.” The deep tone of his driver’s voice reverberated through the carriage’s interior. “Must be a rout or ball nearby.”

“Do the best you can.” Shaking his head at the delay, Gregory pulled open the black velvet curtain across the window and peered out at the street beyond. Light rain gave everything a pleasant blur, softening the edges of the picture as it were, and the golden illumination from the gas lamps lent the world a slightly romantic air.

And made him sleepy as hell.

As his eyelids drooped, he glanced out the window once more, and what he saw sent him bolt upright. “What the deuce?” A young woman was being accosted by an individual dressed in black. When the attacker slapped her across the cheek, a wave of white-hot rage rose in Gregory’s chest. “Stop the carriage, Peter!” Then every thought flew out of his head, for he flung open the door, clambered over the folded steps, and then leapt from the vehicle. “You there! Stop that this instant!”

Of course, the miscreant didn’t answer, and neither did he unhand the woman.

“You’ve made your decision, then.” When Gregory wasn’t toiling at his barrister duties, he took refuge in training in fisticuffs. It helped to reduce the pressures of his position and reduced lingering anger for the fickleness of the courts, as well as kept him fit where others in his field let themselves go to flab and fat.

In short order, he wrenched the attacker off the woman. Oddly enough, there were no guests in the immediate area, no doubt due to the rain, but he couldn’t think about that now. While she collapsed onto her knees on the pavement, he landed the man a facer. The satisfying crunch of cartilage reached Gregory’s ears.

“This doesn’t concern you, knob. Go about your business.” The man in black returned a jab that caught him in his belly.

Moderate pain radiated through his insides, but he ignored it. Because he had an affinity for boxing, he knew how to remain light on his feet while leveling a few punches at the other man. For a few moments, they exchanged jabs. Then Gregory tagged his opponent on the left shoulder with enough force to spin him about.

“Give up, friend, else I’ll put you down permanently.”

The other man snarled. “The chit isn’t worth this. There are other, easier targets.” After a quick punch that glanced off Gregory’s chin, the man ran away, darted into an alley, and was gone all in the span of a few seconds.

“Damn, that was enjoyable.” Winded but exhilarated and aching in a few places, Gregory looked about the immediate area for the young woman who’d been assaulted by the blackguard. When he met her gaze, he closed the distance between them. “Are you hurt?” As he spoke, he assisted her into a standing position. He frowned, for her gown was disheveled with the bodice yanked so low that a scandalous amount of bosom was on display. A few locks of her dark brown hair had escaped its pins to tumble about her left shoulder. In the golden illumination from the windows of the townhouse, he saw a faint red mark marred one of her cheeks.

“I... Not overly much, I think.”

“He hit you.” It wasn’t a question, for he’d seen it from the window of his carriage.

“Yes.” In the rain, she shivered, for her arms were bare, and her wrap had just slipped to the ground. Her breath came in disjointed pants, and there was a distinct sound of tears in her voice. “He came out of nowhere...” She swayed a bit and seemed likely to collapse into a heap.

“Steady, miss.” Not knowing what else to do, he tugged her into his arms, not only to keep her upright, but to give her comfort and support. “You are no doubt suffering from reaction. Just take a moment to calm yourself.” The warmth of her was most appreciated, but as he became aware of guests arriving to that townhouse, the impropriety of him holding her sank into his brain. Pulling away, he asked, “Where are you supposed to be just now?”

“Oh.” She sniffled then bent to retrieve her wrap. “I’m attending a rout here.” With a weak gesture to the townhouse, she threw the length of ivory silk haphazardly about her shoulders, though it was twisted in the back. “My cousin and her husband are already inside.”

“Ah, good. At least someone is expecting you.” Slipping a hand to the small of her back, he urged her toward the short walkway that led to the front door. “Let me escort you inside.”

The woman shook her head. “I look a mess, and my skirt is torn.”

Though he hadn’t noticed a tear in the skirt, she did, indeed, look a fright. Bits of debris from the bushes clung to the fabric, which had snagged in a few places. “If I were you, I’d cover my bodice with the wrap. As soon as you are inside, you can seek out the ladies’ retiring room and put yourself to rights.”

“Oh, dear, and this is a borrowed gown.” Distress rang in her tone.

“I’m sure whomever gave it to you will understand.” A frown tugged at the corners of Gregory’s mouth, for other guests arrived, and as they moved onto the short walkway, the people around them stared.. At the door, when an older man he assumed was a butler eyed the woman askance, he leaned close and put his lips to the shell of her ear. “I honestly have no idea why everyone is staring. To me, you don’t look so horrid.”

“You know how society is,” she responded in a whisper. “And guests probably saw the fight from their carriages as they waited to alight. Of course they don’t know the whole story.”

At least her voice was stronger than it had been outside. And in the candlelight, he was able to discern tiny gold flecks in the rich brown irises of her eyes. They were the one interesting thing in her otherwise plain face. “I have a feeling there will soon be gossip.” As he urged her through the lavishly decorated entry hall toward the main staircase, the buzz of whispers increased, as did the stares. Fans came out and hid lips, but the eyes didn’t lie. “Perhaps they talk about how I rescued you from the attacker.”

“...he’s not dressed for a society event...”

She snorted as she caught his gaze. Clearly, she’d heard that. “I rather think not. Though it was stunning, and I’m grateful.”

“Think nothing of it. Anyone would have done the same.” 

“Except anyone didn’t. They probably watched from the windows as you fought off that man.”

Did he enjoy playing the part of a hero? A bit. It was as satisfying as landing his fists into the attacker. Did he crave the gratitude or attention garnered after doing a good deed? Perhaps, but generally, he believed in doing the right thing. Then he frowned, for the whispers continued to grow. “What the hell is wrong with everyone?”

“A variety of things.” Tears welled in her eyes, making them soft and luminous. One of her hands fluttered between her bodice and her stomach. “People in society assume the worst then they speak those words into being. Those stories are manipulated into the truth, and that’s what everyone believes.” Her breath became labored, while she clenched the fingers of her other hand into his sleeve. “No one wants to hear the real story, for then what would there be to talk about?”

Was her reaction merely due to the after-effects of the attack, or was she more worried about the rumors or the doubt cast on her reputation? Perhaps it didn’t matter. Once he located her people and handed her off, his responsibility to her would end. “This is exactly why I avoid society every chance I have.”

“You are wise to do that.” She gave in to a whole-body shiver. “I’ve been away from the public eye for a few years, only back tonight because my cousin said it was best, yet...” A half-stifled sob escaped her throat. “I have a feeling it’s worse than I thought.”

“It usually is.” Despite the fact he would leave imminently, Gregory attempted to keep his body between her and the worst of the gawking guests. 

“...how dare he bring a lightskirt here...”

“...no manners the pair of them...”

“...the state of her! Has she no pride...”

“Dear God.” Obviously, she’d heard the not so subtle whispers as well. She stopped moving and seemed to shrink against the nearest wall. “The night I decide to return to society and my reputation is already being shredded.” All color drained from her face. “This is a nightmare,” she admitted in a barely audible whisper as the din in the corridor grew louder.

Bloody hell.

“Try not to think about them. They don’t matter in the grand scheme.” The pause gave him an opportunity to study her. In the gown of light blue with the glittering beadwork and the ivory satin wrap, coupled with her large brown eyes, she could have stepped out of storybook. Except in the candlelight, stains, streaks of dirt, and a few tears and snags on her skirting were far too evident. Not to mention the smudge of blood on his right glove from where he busted the attacker’s nose. Oddly, a wave of protection welled for her even though he knew her not at all. “Let us find your cousin.”

“I wouldn’t even know where to start.” When her chin trembled and she looked a bit green about the mouth, he feared she might cast up her accounts.
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