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        A roguish earl. A desperate lady. One scandal that could destroy them—or bind them forever.

      

        

      
        Edward Hallworth, notorious for his charm and his disinterest in marriage, never meant to become a hero. But when a breathless young woman seizes his arm in Hyde Park, begging for protection, instinct and curiosity propel him into a storm of secrets. The lady in question, Miss Lydia Ashby, carries a past she cannot reveal and a pursuer who will stop at nothing.

      

        

      
        Drawn together by circumstance and danger, Edward and Lydia agree to a reckless arrangement. One that will test his jaded heart and her fragile trust. But passion has a way of rewriting intentions, and soon the line between pretense and desire begins to blur.
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        Hyde Park, London

      

      

      The fashionable hour was waning.

      Sunlight spilled low across the Serpentine in molten bands, gilding carriage wheels, polished harnesses, and the fluttering ribbons of bonnets tilted toward one another in elegant conspiracy. Laughter drifted across the gravel walks in bright little bursts. Gentlemen lounged with studied ease, as if every one of them had been born with a gloved hand on a cane and not a single troubling thought in his head.

      Edward Hallworth walked among them with his normal indolent, faintly amused, and entirely unbothered expression.

      It was an expression that had served him admirably.

      A man who looked lazy was rarely asked to account for how closely he watched. A man rumored to be reckless was seldom suspected of discipline. A man who cultivated the appearance of charming uselessness could move through drawing rooms and gaming hells alike without inviting scrutiny.

      Edward had learned that lesson years ago.

      He had also learned that a mask, worn long enough, had a way of adhering to the skin.

      “Do stop looking as though you are being led to execution,” Crispin murmured beside him.

      Edward spared his brother a glance. “That would imply certainty of conclusion. I still hope for reprieve.”

      Crispin’s mouth twitched. “You have spent three quarters of an hour in the park and have not once attempted escape. I call that progress.”

      “Progress toward what?” Edward asked. “A deeper understanding of curricles?”

      “Toward remembering that you do in fact belong to the world of living men.”

      Edward let out a quiet breath. “An accusation I continue to dispute.”

      Ahead of them, Eden, Marchioness Blackstone, was speaking to Alice, Viscountess Crewe, with the calm satisfaction of a happily married woman who had come to regard romantic entanglements as both mysterious and entirely manageable. Gabriel, Eden’s husband, listened with long-suffering fondness. Samuel, Alice’s husband, bent his head to say something in a lower tone that drew a quick laugh from his wife and a touch of her hand.

      The gesture was slight. Intimate only if one knew how to look.

      Edward knew how to look.

      He had spent enough years observing others to recognize settled affection in the smallest exchange. A hand that lingered half a second too long, a glance returned without thought, the unconscious shift of a body turning always toward one particular person. Marriage, when it was happy, altered people in subtle ways, drawing something unguarded to the surface.

      He had not expected to notice that sort of thing so often, still less to mind it.

      Of late a restlessness had settled beneath his skin that no diversion had managed to ease. Cards bored him. Clubs wearied him. The flirtations that once passed the time now felt like lines from a play. Even vice, when sampled too often, lost its flavor.

      It was an intolerable realization, and one that irritated him enough that he nearly excused himself on the spot.

      He was considering which route from the park would attract the least comment when a movement at the edge of the crowd caught his attention.

      A young woman in pale blue came through the throng as if the world behind her were on fire.

      Her bonnet hung askew, its ribbons streaming loose against her shoulders. Her chest rose and fell too quickly, her breath visibly catching, and her expression was so naked with fear, so stripped of all polite disguise, that the air around Edward seemed to sharpen.

      She made directly for him.

      The conversations nearest them faltered. A circle of attention opened as though society itself, so often blind by choice, had been startled into sight.

      The young woman reached him and seized his arm with both hands.

      “Please,” she gasped. “Please, you must help me.”

      Edward turned fully toward her, instinct arriving before thought. He caught her by the shoulders to steady her. She was trembling from head to foot. Up close he could see that she was not as young as panic had first suggested; perhaps three-and-twenty. Her eyes were blue-gray, wide with terror, and there was a small ink stain near the side of one gloved finger.

      “Help you from whom?” he asked.

      A shout answered for her.

      “Lydia!”

      Edward looked up, his gaze finding a broad-shouldered man shoving through the crowd toward them with the heedless force of someone accustomed to clearing his own path. His hat sat crooked. His face was red with exertion and temper, and his expression held none of the embarrassment a decent man might have felt at drawing such public notice.

      The woman made a sound—not quite a cry, not quite a breath—and her hands tightened convulsively on his sleeve.

      Edward stepped forward, placing himself squarely between her and the advancing man.

      “Sir,” he said, his tone still mild, “you are alarming the lady.”

      The man stopped short, though whether from surprise or calculation Edward could not yet tell.

      “This is no affair of yours,” he snapped. “She is with me.”

      Behind Edward, Lydia’s fingers flinched against his coat.

      He felt the recoil as clearly as if it had struck his own body.

      “Is with?” Edward repeated.

      The fellow’s jaw hardened. “Stand aside.”

      “The lady appears to prefer that I do not.”

      Around them, attention sharpened. A matron lowered her parasol an inch. Two young gentlemen slowed. One older man turned with frank curiosity.

      The stranger saw it too. His gaze flicked over the watching faces. His nostrils flared.

      Coward, Edward thought coldly.

      Without turning, he lowered his voice, and said, “North gate. There is a line of hackneys just beyond it. Take the first carriage you find and do not stop for anyone.”

      There was a pause behind him.

      “You are helping me?” she whispered.

      The question pierced him more cleanly than the plea had, not because of the words themselves, but because of the disbelief in them. As if help were a thing so uncertain she could not trust its presence even after it had been offered. He did not allow himself to consider why that angered him.

      “I am,” he said. “Go.”

      She hesitated only a moment longer before gathering her skirts and hurrying away.

      The man lunged after her.

      Edward moved—no flourish, no wasted gesture—simply shifted into his path with enough precision that the man would have had to lay hands on him to continue.

      “Think very carefully,” Edward said softly. “At present you look merely unpleasant. In another second you will look like a man pursuing a terrified woman through Hyde Park before witnesses.”

      “Damn you,” the man hissed, his face scarlet.

      Edward’s mouth barely curved. “I have endured worse sentiments.”

      A laugh sounded somewhere to the left. The fellow’s color deepened. He stood rigid for a heartbeat, rage and prudence visibly at war in his face.

      Prudence won.

      With a muttered curse, he backed away, shouldered past a gawking youth, and disappeared into the crowd.

      Almost at once the park resumed itself. Conversations rose again. Wheels rattled by. Sunlight flashed on glass and lacquer. It was one of society’s oldest talents, to witness ugliness, shudder briefly, and then arrange its features back into indifference.

      Edward remained where he was for a moment, watching the space where the man had vanished.

      Lydia.

      He turned toward the north gate, but the pale blue of her dress had already disappeared into the flow of bodies and equipages.

      He should let it end there. He had intervened. The immediate danger had passed. There was no sensible reason to involve himself further in the troubles of a frightened stranger.

      Yet he refused to settle. Perhaps it was the man’s determined expression. Perhaps the raw fear in hers. Perhaps only the old, unwelcome recognition of what happened too often when women were left to the mercy of men who counted on silence to complete the work of threat.

      “Edward?” Eden said.

      He looked back.

      All four of his companions were watching him. Gabriel with alert amusement. Alice with visible concern. Samuel with the expression of a man who had already guessed trouble would follow. Crispin, who knew him best, said nothing at all.

      “I find,” Edward said, brushing an imaginary speck from his cuff, “that I have developed a sudden and profound dislike of fresh air.”

      Gabriel’s brows rose. “How tragic for the park.”

      Edward inclined his head. “Offer it my condolences.” Then he turned and walked toward the north gate before anyone could stop him.

      The hackney stand was loud with drivers’ calls, stamping horses, and the grind of wheels over packed earth. A child darted too near a pair of bays and was yanked back by a nursemaid before disaster. Dust hung in the lowering light. Men shouted destinations over one another with the cheerless enthusiasm of people who had repeated the same demands all day and expected to repeat them until dark.

      Edward scanned the line.

      He found her at once.

      She stood near a weathered bench beneath a plane tree, not inside a carriage as prudence would have dictated, but rooted in place. Her bonnet had been hastily tied, one ribbon trailing longer than the other. She gripped her reticule so tightly her knuckles stretched the kid leather of her glove.

      Every few moments she looked back toward the road. Once, a gentleman’s laugh carried too sharply from the stand, and her shoulders jerked before she mastered the reaction.

      When she saw Edward, relief flashed over her face so quickly it might have escaped a less attentive man.

      Relief.

      It altered her entire expression before caution dropped over it again like a veil.

      “You should not have followed me,” she said when he reached her.

      “And yet I did.” He glanced at the bench. “There is a seat. Use it before you fall over and compel me to become heroic twice in one afternoon.”

      “I am perfectly capable of standing.”

      Even as she said it, a tremor moved through her knees.

      Edward said nothing. He merely looked at the bench, and after the smallest of silences, she sat.

      He lowered himself beside her, leaving enough distance to satisfy propriety and not enough to suggest emotional remoteness. When a pair of drivers began shouting at one another several yards off, he shifted slightly so that his shoulder and hat brim screened her from the worst of it. 

      The way her spine eased by a fraction did not escape him. Up close, the details of her looked sharper somehow: the ink mark near her finger, the seam of one glove worn thin with use, a faint line between her brows that spoke less of bad temper than of habitual concentration. She held herself very straight, but the effort seemed costly.

      “You ran well,” he said.

      Her chin lifted. “I had reason.”

      “I gathered as much.” His gaze dropped briefly to her hand. “You have ink on your fingers.”

      She looked down, as though startled. “I write.”

      “Letters?”

      “Lists. Accounts… Whatever is required.”

      “And the gentleman behind you?”

      “He is no gentleman.”

      Her gaze moved back to the carriages rolling past, their lacquered sides catching the light. She was gathering herself, deciding how much to say, perhaps measuring him against every poor judgment that had brought her to this bench in the first place.

      “You ought to leave this alone,” she said at last.

      “I rarely leave things alone once they have inconvenienced me.”

      “This is more than an inconvenience.”

      “Yes.” He rested his hands loosely atop his cane. “That was plain from the moment you chose me out of all Hyde Park as your rescue.”

      A tiny sound escaped her. Almost laughter. It vanished so quickly he might have imagined it, but the softening it caused at the corners of her mouth was real.

      “Who is he?” He asked, his tone gentle.

      Her grip tightened on the reticule. The clasp pressed a crescent into her glove. With her other hand, she made an unsteady attempt to fix the crooked ribbon beneath her chin, then abandoned it when her fingers would not obey her.

      “Mr. Finchley,” she said. “He managed my father’s affairs.”

      “Managed?”

      “After my father died, there were debts. Or what I was told were debts. Papers. Notes. Promises made in business that I did not fully understand.” She swallowed. Her voice remained even, but he could see the effort in the fine strain at the base of her throat. “Mr. Finchley said he would help me put everything in order.”

      Edward kept his expression neutral. “How kind of him.”

      The bitter flicker in her eyes said she heard the irony.

      “For a time, I believed he meant it kindly.” Her voice steadied as she went on. “He explained matters very patiently. Spoke as if I ought to be grateful he spared me the uglier details. Whenever I asked a question, he answered in a tone that suggested I had done something very brave and rather foolish by trying to understand my own circumstances.”

      Edward felt his temper harden beneath his ribs. He had seen that manner before: the soft voice, the performance of benevolence, the quiet diminishment disguised as assistance. Men often preferred women helpless.

      “What changed?” he asked.

      “I began reviewing the ledgers myself,” She said, her gaze meeting his. She exhaled, her eyes closing for a heartbeat. “There were sums entered twice. References to notes I could not locate. Amounts attributed to obligations my father would never have incurred. Small discrepancies first, then larger ones. Enough that I began to compare it line by line.” Her thumb rubbed unconsciously over the edge of her reticule. “When I questioned him, he laughed. When I persisted, he grew offended.” Her fingers slipped against the reticule clasp. She drew one breath, then another, as if steadying herself against the memory. “When I refused to sign what he placed before me…”

      She stopped.

      Edward waited, searching her gaze.

      When she spoke again, her voice was flatter than before.

      “He said there was another way the debt might be settled.”

      Heat rose slow and dangerous in Edward’s chest. “Did he say what exactly he expected from you?”

      “No.” Her eyes stayed on the road. “He preferred implication. It gives a man room to retreat into innocence if he is challenged.”

      The precision of the observation made Edward look at her more carefully. She was frightened, yes, shaken nearly past endurance, but she was also intelligent. She did not merely know what had been done to her. She understood the mechanics of it.

      “And when you refused him?”

      Color rose in her face, but not the delicate flush of feminine embarrassment. Fury lit it from beneath.

      “He said no one would take my word over his. That he had been kindness itself to me. That if I attempted to accuse him, he would say I had invited his attentions and repented only when it suited me.”

      The old script. Edward had heard versions of it in smoking rooms and corridors, tossed off by men who regarded women’s reputations as expendable and their own as naturally self-repairing. It disgusted him every time.

      A carriage struck a rut nearby with a violent jolt. Lydia flinched.

      Edward’s hand tightened once over the head of his cane.

      “And your solicitor?” he asked.

      She looked briefly ashamed, which angered him on her behalf before he had time to examine why.

      “I went to him this morning. He advised… discretion.”

      Edward let out a humorless breath. “Of course he did.”

      Her head turned sharply. “You say that as if it were ridiculous.”

      “It is ridiculous.” The words came more sharply than he intended, but he did not regret them.

      “Discretion is the tonic forever prescribed to women. Be quieter. Be still. Endure more elegantly. One wonders why the remedy is never recommended to the gentleman instead.”

      Lydia stared at him as if his voice had opened unexpectedly, revealing not charm now, but conviction. For a moment the sounds around them—the horses, the wheels, the shouts of drivers—seemed to recede. He was absurdly aware of her gaze.

      Most women looked at him expecting lightness, flirtation, and a polished jest. He had spent years ensuring they found what they expected. This look held something else entirely. Surprise, yes. But also wary attention, as though she had abruptly glimpsed a room behind a familiar facade and was not yet certain whether she had been meant to see it.

      “You speak very confidently for a man I do not know,” she said.

      “I speak from observation.”

      Not the whole truth. He had seen what silence cost. Not in any way he intended to lay before her on a park bench, but enough to know how often an entire structure of civility was built to ensure that the more vulnerable party paid for the comfort of the stronger one.

      She looked away. “You should not be seen helping me,” she said quietly. “If he talks, if anyone notices, if this becomes gossip⁠—”

      “If Finchley talks,” Edward interrupted, “he will regret it.”

      The steadiness of his own voice surprised him. Yet once spoken, the words felt less like bravado than fact.

      She searched his face. “Why?”

      He could have offered a lazy answer, could have smiled, could have told her he found himself susceptible to dramatic appeals and blue-gray eyes. It would have cost him nothing and perhaps soothed the strain of the moment, but her manner demanded better than glibness.

      He looked at the worn seam of her glove. At the rigid set of her spine. At the way she still flicked quick glances toward the road as if fear had taken up permanent lodgings beneath her breastbone, and knew he could not walk away.

      “Because you asked,” he said.

      Her expression did not change.

      He exhaled.

      “And because I am tired,” he said more quietly, “of watching bad men move through the world as though everyone else has agreed not to hinder them.”

      Silence settled between them. Not comfortable. Not yet. But not hostile either.

      Edward rose to his feet. “Come. I will take you somewhere safe.”

      She remained seated.

      “I have no safe place.”

      The words were simple. Unadorned. They struck him harder than any tears could have done.

      “Your lodging?” he asked.

      “He followed me from my solicitor’s office yesterday. He knows where I stay.”

      “Family?”

      She shook her head.

      “Friends?”

      “No one I can safely involve.”

      There it was, then. No protective brother. No aunt with rank and iron opinions. No family solicitor prepared to go to war over her dignity. Only a frightened woman with ledgers, a forged debt, and a predator who had judged his odds correctly.

      Edward felt the pieces arrange themselves in his mind with cold, almost welcome clarity. He lowered himself again, though he did not fully sit. “I have rooms above my club.”

      Her eyes sharpened at once, and for the first time since he had found her at the bench, fear gave way to something with more edge in it.

      “Your first instinct,” she said, “is to bring a lady you do not know to rooms above a gentleman’s club?”

      Despite the gravity of the situation, his mouth threatened him with a smile. “My first instinct was to put Finchley through a wall. This is the refined alternative,” he said.

      Her eyes widened. “Your club?”

      “It sounds worse when repeated in that tone.”

      “It should.”

      Despite himself, he smiled. “It is discreet,” he said. “There is a separate entrance and a separate stair. The staff are loyal and not inclined to chatter. You may remain there tonight while I begin making inquiries regarding Mr. Finchley and his miraculous debt.”

      “I cannot go to your rooms.” She shook her head.

      “They are not my rooms in the sense that appears to be alarming you.”

      “That is scarcely reassuring.”

      “No,” he admitted. “But it is accurate.”

      She stood abruptly, agitation lending strength where exhaustion had not. “If I enter such a place with you and am seen⁠—”

      “Then you become a woman publicly associated with me rather than a woman standing alone. The distinction matters.”

      “It ought not.”

      “No. But it does.”

      Her breath came faster. “You speak as if protection may be conjured by sheer nerve.”

      “Often it may.”

      “And arrogance?”

      “Arrogance is useful only when one can support it with planning.”

      Her chin lifted. “How fortunate for you, then, that you think so well of yourself.”

      “There,” Edward said softly, watching some of the fear burn into temper, “you are at last beginning to look like a woman who might survive.”

      He paused.

      There was another step to be taken, and once taken it could not be easily untaken. He felt it before he said it—the faint click of strategy locking into place.

      The idea arrived fully formed, so suited to the ugliness of the situation that he mistrusted it at once for being elegant. But elegance was not, in itself, a vice.

      “We require an explanation the world will accept without straining its imagination,” he said.

      “No,” Lydia said at once. “We require a solution. That is not the same thing.”

      “On the contrary. In London, explanations are often the only solutions people believe.”

      Her eyes narrowed immediately. “I dislike that tone.”

      “You have excellent instincts.”

      “Sir.”

      He inclined his head. “We shall tell anyone who asks that we are engaged.”

      For one suspended second she only stared, then gave a tiny step back as if the words themselves had physical force. “We shall do what?”

      “Become engaged. Briefly, one hopes. Publicly. Convincingly.” He spoke as evenly as if discussing the weather, though something in his own pulse had quickened. “You may be seen with me tomorrow. A ring may be procured. Finchley will understand at once that you are no longer isolated, and society, which adores a romantic development more than truth, will do the labor of spreading the story for us.”

      “You are mad.” She paced toward the road.

      “Very likely,” he said.

      “This is absurd.”

      “It is effective.”

      She turned back toward him. “It is dishonest.”

      He met her gaze. “So is forgery.”

      A carriage rolled past in a thunder of wheels. Dust swirled in its wake.

      “And if the lie is discovered?” she asked at last.

      “Then people will conclude I behaved rashly for a lady.” His shoulder shifted in the slightest shrug. “It will injure me less than it will protect you.”

      “That may not ruin you,” she said. “It may ruin me.”

      “No.” His tone sharpened with quiet certainty. “Not if it is done properly.”

      “Properly.” She looked almost scandalized. “There is a method to false engagements?”

      “There is a method to everything.”

      For a moment neither of them moved. He saw the instant she noticed the weight beneath that answer. Not what precisely it concealed, but that it had not come from frivolity. The realization altered her expression again, leaving it more searching than before.

      “Why would you risk your name for mine?” she asked.

      Edward looked past her toward the trees, their leaves stirring in the late light. “My name is not as fragile as yours,” he said. “That is reason enough.”

      It was true.

      It was also not the whole of it. There was something about her. Not her beauty, though she possessed that too in a way sharpened rather than softened by distress. Not even her courage, though she clearly had it or she would never have made it to the park bench. It was the fiercer thing beneath both: the discipline with which she had held herself together, the intelligence in every answer, the palpable humiliation she refused to let become collapse.

      He admired strength. Always had.

      He held out his arm. “The Honorable Edward Hallworth,” he said. “Since I have proposed a fraudulent courtship, introductions seem overdue.”

      Her gaze dropped to the crook of his elbow, then lifted to his face.

      “Lydia Ashby,” she said.

      Ashby.

      No title. No family connection he knew. Which meant Finchley had indeed selected his prey with care.

      “Miss Ashby,” Edward said, more gently than before, “this is the moment in which you decide whether I am a fool, a villain, or merely the only useful man presently available.”

      “I have not yet ruled out any of the three.”

      “Excellent. Suspicion is healthy.”

      Her mouth twitched. Then, after a hesitation that seemed to cost her more than he liked to witness, she placed her hand on his sleeve.

      Through the layers of cloth and leather, he felt the tremor in her fingers. A faint current ran up his arm, quick and wholly disproportionate to so slight a touch.

      Edward hailed a hackney and handed Lydia inside before following her. He gave the driver an address two streets off his true destination, then amended it after they were underway, and then amended it again for good measure. By the time the carriage had taken a needlessly circuitous route through narrowing streets and back toward Mayfair, he was satisfied no one had followed.

      Only then did he allow himself to look fully at the woman seated opposite him.

      Lamps had begun to bloom along the streets, each one blurring into a wavering gold smear whenever the carriage jolted over uneven paving. Inside the hackney, the dimness softened Lydia’s features but could not disguise her tension. The air held the stale, close warmth of worn leather and dust, and each jolt of the wheels over the paving stones seemed to travel straight through her spine. Her hands remained clasped too tightly in her lap. She was trying very hard not to show it. The effort touched him more than open panic might have done.

      “You may breathe, Miss Ashby,” he said quietly. “The carriage is not an instrument of judgment. It is merely uncomfortable.”

      Her eyes flicked to his. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You are sitting as though the squabs have insulted you personally.”

      For one second she looked startled. Then, despite everything, she huffed the smallest laugh. It transformed her. Not because merriment made her prettier—though it did—but because it loosened the fear-shadowed set of her expression enough for him to glimpse what she might look like when she was not cornered by circumstance.

      “You make jokes at peculiar times,” she said.

      “I make them at strategic times.” He grinned.

      “Is that what this is? Strategy?”

      “Often.” He leaned one shoulder against the carriage wall. “Sometimes even kindness, though I make no promises as to frequency.”

      Her gaze lingered on him a moment longer than before. “You still have not told me precisely where you are taking me,” she said.

      “To a dull and expensive building in Mayfair populated by men who believe themselves much more fascinating than they are.”

      “That is not a place. It is an indictment.”

      “It is a club,” he said. “You will be comfortable there for tonight.”

      “For tonight,” she repeated.

      “For tonight.”

      “And tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow I speak to your solicitor. I begin tracing the note. I discover whether Finchley is operating alone or with assistance. I also acquire a ring, which I admit is a sentence I did not expect to utter this afternoon.”

      A flicker passed over her face—alarm, disbelief, perhaps even the faintest shade of indignation. The carriage lurched around a corner, and her hand shot out to brace against the seat before she caught herself and folded it back into her lap.

      “You speak as if all this were already settled.”

      “Not settled. Merely likely.”

      Her gaze dropped to her folded hands. “You speak as if such men always have help.”

      “Such men usually do.”

      He looked out the narrow window for a moment, watching lamplight streak across the glass. “Predatory men are seldom inventive. They thrive because institutions are lazy, because people prefer comfort to conflict, and because someone always decides discretion is cheaper than justice.”

      When he looked back, she was watching him with that same searching expression from the bench.

      “You do not sound like the man society claims you are,” she said quietly.

      The observation ought to have amused him. Instead it landed in some inconvenient place just behind his ribs.

      “And what man is that?” he asked.

      “A careless one.”

      Edward smiled, but there was little mirth in it. “Society is very attached to easy stories.”

      “Are you?”

      “No.”

      The answer came too fast to dissemble.

      An awareness passed between them then—more intimate than either of them had any right to share. It unsettled him, not because he disliked it, but because he did not.

      By the time the carriage slowed at last, full evening had settled over Mayfair. The club rose before them in handsome restraint—polished brass, dark brick, discreet lamps, the sort of solid respectability that concealed as much as it displayed.

      Lydia looked out the window and went very still. “If I step down here with you,” she said, fingers pressing into the seat, “there will be no undoing it.”

      Edward’s hand closed around the latch, then stopped.

      “Do not worry about me,” he said.

      She turned to him.

      “Do it because you deserve one night in which no one may follow you, frighten you, or put a hand on you without permission.”

      A steadier light flickered in her gaze. Something that looked very like hunger—not for him, though he was vain enough to notice the possibility existed—but for the thing she had perhaps been denied for too long: relief, safety, choice.

      “And if I refuse?” she asked.

      “Then we find another address. Another plan.” He met her eyes and held them. “I will not press you, Miss Ashby.”

      He meant it, and the realization mattered more to him than it should have, perhaps because he sensed that she was listening for coercion in every word and finding none, or because he found, unexpectedly, that he wanted her to know the difference.

      “You are impossible,” she murmured.

      “So I am often told.”

      The footman opened the door before Edward could. Cool evening air rushed into the carriage.

      Lydia drew a breath, then placed her gloved hand in Edward’s. He helped her down. Her fingers were still cold, but this time they closed more firmly around his, less like a reflex of fear than a conscious act of trust. The realization landed with unsettling precision beneath his ribs.

      Inside, the club was all muffled carpet, dark wood, low lamplight, and discreet silence. Voices carried only in softened fragments from some distant room below. A porter at the far end of the hall looked up as Edward entered, his face schooled at once into professional blankness when he took in Lydia beside him.

      “Hawkins,” Edward said.

      “Sir.”

      “Miss Ashby will have the blue rooms above the back stair.”

      “At once.”

      “No inquiries.” Edward drew off one glove, then the other. “And if anyone asks whether Miss Ashby is here, you have abruptly forgotten how language works.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The porter’s expression did not alter. Years in service had clearly given Hawkins a high tolerance for unusual instructions.

      Lydia’s mouth almost softened.

      Almost.

      Edward stepped back a fraction, easing the pressure of his proximity. “You need not decide anything tonight,” he said. “Not about the engagement. Not about me. Not even about tomorrow.”

      Hawkins lifted a lamp, warm light gilding the stair rail behind him.

      “Tonight,” Edward said, “you rest.”

      For one long moment Lydia did not move. Then she said, “Tomorrow will still be reckless.”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      “And you still mean to proceed.”

      He held her gaze. “Yes.”

      A faint crease appeared between her brows. “You have already decided.”

      He had.

      Because this no longer felt like passing gallantry, nor even righteous irritation on behalf of a wronged woman. Some deeper instinct had risen beneath both—protective, yes, strategic, certainly, but also alarmingly personal, and far too soon.

      Hawkins turned toward the stairs. After the briefest hesitation, Lydia followed him. At the landing she paused and glanced down.

      The lamp caught one side of her face and left the other in shadow. Her expression was unreadable from where Edward stood. Then she disappeared from view.

      Edward remained where he was until the sound of her footsteps had faded. Then he turned away.

      The door to the small private study off the rear corridor stood half open. Beyond it waited paper, ink, and the sort of work he had once done often enough that his body still recognized the rhythm of it before his mind named the task.

      Find the solicitor.

      Find the note.

      Learn how far Finchley’s reach extended.

      Learn who had profited from underestimating Lydia Ashby.

      He crossed the threshold, lit the lamp, and sat. The familiar scratch of pen against paper steadied him at once. Inquiry had always been simpler than feeling. Facts could be assembled, motives tested, weak points discovered and pressed. People, however, were untidy.

      And Miss Lydia Ashby, with her trembling hands, furious dignity, and ink-stained fingers, had unsettled him in a way no stranger ought.

      That was inconvenient. It was also, he admitted as he sanded the first note and set it aside, the most alive he had felt in months.

      Somewhere in London, a man believed he had cornered a woman with no one to defend her.

      Edward dipped his pen again.

      Mr. Finchley was about to discover how very badly he had judged the matter. 
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      She woke to the wrong ceiling.

      Gray morning pressed through the curtain gaps and laid pale bars across dark wood overhead. Lydia did not move at once. The unfamiliar ceiling held her still for one blank, startled moment before memory returned hard enough to tighten every muscle in her body.

      Her stays pinched where she had slept badly in them. The pale blue muslin she had worn the day before clung in tired creases from bodice to hem. When she lifted a hand, her sleeve was wrinkled nearly to the elbow, and there remained at her wrist the faintest soreness where Finchley’s fingers had closed too hard outside the solicitor’s office.

      The remembrance came with such sudden clarity that her breath caught.

      Not here, she told herself at once.

      Not now.

      She pushed herself upright and looked about her.

      Blue wallpaper faded softly toward gray in the morning light. Mahogany, yes, but less severe than she had first feared. A neat washstand stood beside the screen in the corner, where a porcelain basin and pitcher had been set out for her use. A small row of books occupied the shelf near the hearth—travel, sermons, a volume of poetry gone slightly worn at the edges, the sort of assortment chosen for temporary comfort rather than permanent habitation. The carpet beneath the bed was thick enough to soften sound. Nothing in the room had been chosen carelessly. Even the air seemed arranged: beeswax, clean linen, and beneath it the faint citrus note she remembered from the club below.

      Ordered. Respectable. Not hers.

      She was above Mr. Hallworth’s club, in rooms kept for guests or emergencies—or ladies in distress, should his establishment unexpectedly begin collecting them.

      And she was alone.

      The thought moved through her like a draft.

      Beyond the curtains, London had already begun its day. Wheels rumbled over the street. A porter called to someone below. Farther off came the clipped rhythm of hooves on stone. The city went on as if nothing had altered, though Lydia had stepped into the very sort of situation Mr. Finchley would have been delighted to twist to his own advantage.

      She set both palms on the coverlet and forced herself to breathe evenly.

      The previous day came back in flashes rather than sequence: Finchley’s fingers biting into her wrist outside the solicitor’s office, the crush of people in Hyde Park, Edward stepping between her and danger so cleanly it had seemed he had always meant to stand there, the hackney, the dark-paneled passage at the club, and then his voice proposing an engagement as calmly as another man might suggest taking tea.

      Even now the word refused to settle in her mind.

      Engaged.

      The notion was so reckless it ought to have been laughable. Instead it sat in her chest like a lit taper, small and dangerous.

      Before that had been Mr. Henslow’s office, stale with dust and old paper. Discretion, he had said, folding his hands as though the word itself were a remedy. The note of hand had lain on the desk between them, the signature too firm, too certain, too wrong. And behind it all stood Finchley, quietly putting a hand around every weakness she had not yet learned how to defend.

      Her stomach rolled.

      Lydia pressed her fingertips to it until the nausea passed.

      She was alone in a lord’s rooms. No chaperone. No relation. No respectable explanation anyone would choose over a more ruinous one.

      If Finchley learned of it—and he would, if given time—he would strip the facts of every merciful detail and leave only what served him. A gentleman’s club. A night spent under Mr. Hallworth’s protection. No witnesses she could command. No family to insist upon innocence where scandal would prove more entertaining.

      Had she stepped out of one trap and directly into another?

      The question shamed her the moment she asked it. Not because caution was shameful. Caution had kept her upright these past months when grief, debt, and humiliation might otherwise have laid her flat. What stung was that Mr. Hallworth—careless, indolent, reputedly reckless Mr. Edward Hallworth—had shown her more immediate consideration in a single evening than men who had known her father for years.

      He had not touched her save where necessity required it.

      He had not pressed when she hesitated.

      He had not looked at her as if rescue entitled him to gratitude beyond simple civility.

      And worst of all, because it made distrust harder to maintain, he had given her a choice.

      A knock struck the silence cleanly in two.

      Lydia jerked upright, one hand catching in the coverlet. For one wild second she was back in her lodging house, listening for Finchley’s tread on the stairs.

      Another knock followed, quieter this time.

      “Miss Ashby,” came Hawkins’s voice through the door. “I have brought tea, if you would permit me.”

      Air left her in a slow rush. She loosened her grip on the coverlet, smoothed a hand over her hair, then over the front of her dress, as though the gesture might rescue either.

      “Come in,” she said.

      The roughness in her own voice made her wince.

      Hawkins entered with the sort of discretion that made a sound seem apologetic. A tray balanced in his hands: teapot, one cup, toast trimmed into neat triangles, a small dish of preserve. He crossed to the writing desk and set everything down with measured care.

      “Mr. Hallworth has instructed that you are not to be disturbed,” he said. “You may ring for anything you require. He has asked that you rest and take some nourishment before he calls upon you, at whatever hour you find agreeable.”

      Lydia stared at him. “At whatever hour I find agreeable?”

      “Yes, miss.”

      No inquiry. No curiosity. Not even the smallest glance sharpened by judgment.

      He inclined his head and withdrew, the latch clicking softly behind him.

      Lydia remained where she was and looked at the tray.

      The toast had been cut with fussy precision. The cup’s handle had been turned toward her right hand.

      Such tiny considerations ought not to matter. Yet they did. Thoughtfulness had become so rare in her life of late that when it appeared, it felt extravagant.

      She rose and crossed the room. The floor gave almost no sound beneath her slippers.

      Tea first. Then sense.

      She poured. Steam curled up against her face. The tea was strong, unsweetened, and hot enough to force her into the present. After two swallows she set down the cup and went to the door.

      The bolt was on her side.

      She slid it back and opened the door an inch.

      The corridor stood empty. No guard. No looming servant instructed to prevent her escape. The back stair curved downward into shadow, open to her if she chose it.

      She could leave.

      The realization unsettled her more than a lock might have done. Edward had arranged her safety, not her confinement. No one had given her that distinction since her father died.

      Her hand tightened on the edge of the door.

      For one reckless instant she imagined taking the stair, slipping into the street, and putting as many miles as possible between herself and this beautiful, dangerous absurdity. She could find some cheaper lodging in a different quarter. Change her name for a few days. Start again. Pretend the events in Hyde Park had been a fevered interlude.

      But the thought collapsed almost as soon as it formed.

      Start again with what money? Under what protection? With Finchley still holding the forged note and now, perhaps, wondering how desperate she had become if she had run straight into the keeping of a man like Edward Hallworth?

      No. Running had ceased to be movement. It had become a more exhausting form of waiting.

      She shut the door again and stood with her hand still on the latch.

      Then she returned to the desk, drank the rest of the tea, forced herself to eat one piece of toast and then another, tried with limited success to smooth the worst of the wrinkles from her skirt, and sat to wait.

      Time passed strangely in unfamiliar rooms. Long enough for the tea to cool in the pot. Long enough for Lydia to consider leaving three separate times and remain where she was for three separate reasons: once because prudence urged it, once because fear did, and once because when she pictured the door opening, she found she wanted—against all sound judgment—to know whether Mr. Hallworth would look at her in daylight and remain the same man he had been in the dark.

      That last reason was the most unsettling of all.

      When at last footsteps sounded in the corridor beyond, she knew them at once by the measured lack of hurry.

      Edward paused outside her door and adjusted his cuffs, more from habit than necessity. He had not slept. The mirror in his dressing room had already informed him that his eyes looked darker for it, though the glass had been less forthcoming regarding why he had spent half the night drafting letters and the other half considering Miss Lydia Ashby’s expression when she had discovered the bolt on the inside of her own door.

      He knocked twice.

      Neither demand nor apology. Merely enough to announce himself.

      “Come in,” she said.

      Her voice carried more steadiness than it had the previous evening.

      He entered and took in the room in one glance. The cup stood empty. The toast mostly gone. Miss Ashby had abandoned the bed for the chair beside the writing desk, as if she had chosen the most defensible position available and intended to keep it.

      The blue dress was creased from a night spent in it. Her hair had been put back up, but quickly. One loose strand had escaped near her temple. She looked composed in the way a soldier might look composed after binding a wound tightly enough to stand.

      The image irritated him, because she ought not to have been compelled to such composure in the first place.

      Edward shut the door and chose the chair farthest from hers, near the empty fireplace. Then he sat and let silence settle between them.

      He counted twelve seconds before she broke it.

      “What do you want of me, Mr. Hallworth?”

      Her arms were crossed. Her chin was lifted. Only the faint tremor in the fingers of her left hand betrayed how much effort the pose required.

      “At present,” he said, “the truth.”

      “You had the truth last night.”

      “I had the outline.” He folded one ankle over the other. “Now I require the lines that fill in the drawing.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What did you do while I slept? Whom did you speak to?”

      “No one about you.”

      He watched the answer land and saw her hold herself still rather than visibly relax.

      “I made inquiries regarding Mr. Finchley,” he continued. “Quiet inquiries. The sort that do not require me to speak your name aloud.”

      “And Hawkins?”

      “Hawkins,” Edward said, “could keep a state secret in a room full of bishops.”

      A change touched the corner of her mouth and vanished before it became a smile.

      “You have not slept,” she said.

      He almost laughed. Not at her, but at the bluntness of it.

      “I have not.”

      Her gaze sharpened. She studied the shadows beneath his eyes, the same way she might have examined a ledger for what had gone missing between one line and the next. He watched her understand it was not carelessness that had kept him awake. The guard in her shoulders loosened—not much, but enough for him to notice.

      “Ask your questions, then,” she said.

      Edward leaned forward, forearms braced lightly on his knees. His gaze flicked once to the tray on the desk—the empty cup, the mostly finished toast, the untouched preserve—as if he could not help inventorying what she had managed and what she had not.

      “When did the withdrawals begin?”

      She answered without pause, as if she had repeated the dates to herself too often to lose them now. “Three months after my father’s burial. Perhaps earlier. The first irregularity I found was dated November.”

      “The note of hand—what sum?”

      She drew breath before giving it. “Eight hundred pounds.”

      The number seemed to sit heavily in the room after she spoke it.

      “More than the estate is worth,” she added, “once the debts are counted.”

      “And your solicitor?”

      “Mr. Henslow. Henslow and Bryce, in Chancery Lane.”

      Edward lodged the name in memory.

      “Did Henslow examine the note himself?”

      “He did.” Her mouth flattened. “He said the signature appeared genuine. He advised me to consider Mr. Finchley’s terms.”

      “His terms,” Edward repeated.

      She met his eyes. “Settlement. Privately.”

      The word hung between them long enough to make plain all she did not say.

      Edward did not move, but something colder entered his expression.

      It was not temper, precisely. Temper flared. This was quieter. More dangerous. It reminded Lydia suddenly, absurdly, of the moment in Hyde Park when he had stepped into Finchley’s path and done nothing dramatic at all—only altered the entire balance of the scene by deciding where he would stand.

      “You kept your own accounts,” he said after a moment.

      “I kept everything.” Her hand opened over the desk as if the papers might appear there. “Receipts. Letters. Every discrepancy I could find. My father taught me to look twice at any number a man wished me to accept quickly.”

      “Your father was wise.”

      The answer cost him nothing. Her reaction cost her more.

      Her jaw tightened. “My father is dead. Wisdom did not prevent that, nor this.”

      Silence followed.

      Not awkward silence. Not empty silence. The sort that arrives when truth has come too near to be hurried past.

      Edward let it stand a moment before speaking again.

      “I am sorry,” he said.

      The simplicity of it struck more deeply than any elaborate condolence might have done.

      Lydia looked at him as if she had not expected to hear such words from him, or perhaps from anyone at all this morning.

      She had not realized until that moment how exhausted she was by men speaking around grief when speaking to it directly would have been kinder.

      “Thank you,” she said, and hated how fragile the words sounded.

      Edward’s gaze held hers for one beat longer than politeness required.

      Then he said, “Miss Ashby, at present Finchley holds a promissory note your solicitor believes genuine. You hold evidence of irregularities, but not yet proof strong enough to force the law to move for you. You have no family in town to bring pressure, no secure lodging, and no public standing robust enough to withstand accusation. If Finchley chooses to speak first, society will listen to him before it listens to you.”

      “You are remarkably thorough,” she said.

      “I prefer an accurate battlefield.”

      She rose so quickly the chair legs scraped the carpet beneath them.

      “I will not hide behind a man’s name.”

      Edward remained seated.

      He looked up at her and said, “Then you will be crushed beneath one.”

      The words struck cleanly enough that neither of them moved afterward.

      Lydia’s lips parted. Closed. Heat rushed into her face—not only anger, though there was plenty of that, but humiliation too, because she knew the brutal truth of what he said even as she resented hearing it spoken aloud. Her breath snagged. For one sick instant she felt the blood pound behind her eyes.

      She turned away two paces, one hand going instinctively to her wrist before she caught herself and dropped it again. Then she turned back, unable to remain still. Her pulse beat hard at the base of her throat. The room felt suddenly too close, the stays too tight, the whole world constructed on male signatures and polite refusals.

      At last she sat again—not with surrender, but with the visible understanding that outrage had not altered the shape of the danger.

      Edward waited until the scrape of the chair had ceased. Then he rose at last and crossed to the mantel, where he set one hand on the carved wood as if steadying not himself but the conversation.

      “There are practical alternatives,” he said, his tone even once more. “You might leave London. The north, perhaps. Or the coast. Some place where Finchley’s reach weakens.”

      She shook her head before he had finished.

      “He will not simply turn his attention elsewhere.” Her hands closed around the worn leather arms of the chair. “He does not want only money. I opposed him. That is what he means to punish.”

      “Then another lodging. Another name.”

      “A false name requires references. It requires a woman to have a past she may produce on command and persons respectable enough to confirm it.” She gave a thin, humorless breath that was not quite a laugh. “I have spent three months learning how little a woman alone may invent before the world demands proof.”

      Edward inclined his head a fraction, conceding the point.

      “If I leave London,” she said, “I abandon what remains of my father’s estate. Finchley keeps the note. The accounts go unchallenged. He wins by waiting for me to disappear.”

      Her voice had gained force as she went on. Color had risen into her face. Fear was still there, but anger stood beside it now.

      “Running is what he expects,” she said. “It is what I have already done, from one lodging to another, from one interview to the next, each move costing more and securing less. I will not run again merely to wake some weeks hence and find I have nothing left at all.”

      The final words came out low and fierce. Edward found himself watching not the fear in her now, but the iron beneath it.

      There she is, he thought. Not the frightened woman from the park, though she had been real enough. Not only the wronged daughter or hunted debtor. Something harder. Smarter. Entirely less manageable than society would prefer.

      He liked that more than was prudent.

      When she broke off, the room went quiet enough that he could hear the muffled roll of wheels from the street below. Lydia had risen halfway out of the chair without seeming to know she had done it, as though defiance itself would not let her remain seated under the weight of what she had just confessed. Only when the force of it left her did she sink back again.

      “You are right,” he said.

      The words altered the air between them.

      Lydia blinked once. “I did not ask for your approval.”

      “You asked for help.” His gaze held hers. “I am now prepared to offer it in a form you will dislike.”

      She said nothing, but he knew from the stillness that she was listening.

      “Last night you said you would not hide,” he went on. “Then do not hide. Step forward.”

      Her brows drew together. He lifted one hand before she could interrupt.

      “Finchley’s strength lies in your isolation. He speaks with confidence because no one of consequence knows who you are. Change that, and he must proceed differently. A woman seen, welcomed, and publicly attached to a family of standing is no longer easy to corner in silence.”

      “You speak of your family,” she said. “Of your brother’s title.”

      “I speak of armor.”

      He leaned back, letting the word do its work.

      “Society provides it unevenly and often unjustly,” he said. “But once it settles upon someone, it is difficult to pierce without attracting unpleasant notice. A woman connected to the Hallworth name cannot be quietly ruined. Any attempt becomes visible. Visibility invites questions. Questions are inconvenient for men like Finchley.”

      The logic was sound. She hated that most of all.

      Lydia stood once more, slower this time.

      “You mean to make me a spectacle.”

      Edward’s expression did not shift. “I mean to make you untouchable.”

      She searched his face for the usual price that followed masculine offers of protection. Gratitude. Submission. Indebtedness of one kind or another.

      What she found instead was strategy.

      No heat. No smugness. No softening pity.
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