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Spring 1815

London

He wasn’t about to traipse all over London looking for virgins.

Not as long as Our Lady of Mercy convent lay cheek by jowl with the Market Street dock, where his newly acquired boat bobbed in waters swollen by high tide. With any luck, he could be on his way before the tide went out.

Like most of the ladies Gabriel Sinclair met, luck danced to his tune. This very night, luck had dealt him a perfect vingt-et-un, while the Earl of Sedbury had gone bust trying to improve on his puny pair of sevens — thereby gifting Gabriel with the earl’s trim little yacht. Luck had not given him the courage to sneak into a convent full of sleeping nuns, but Gabriel had found that in the earl’s wine.

The gnarled gypsy who had emerged from the midnight shadows as a glum Sedbury was showing him around the boat would have given any man pause. An ageless wisdom inhabited her wrinkled face, and her eyes gleamed with fury.

“Death,” she intoned, pointing her bony finger at them. “Death seeks to bring you into his bosom. Bring me a lock of hair from a virgin’s head, taken without harm, given without regret. Only then will death loose his grip on your soul.”

Sedbury had shooed the woman away. “They haunt the docks,” he grumbled. “It’s that new prison hulk. Too close by half. Draws the riff-raff.” He eyed the yacht wistfully. “Always meant to move her upriver.”

They had shared a laugh at the old woman’s attempt to scare them. Then a strange light had come into Sedbury’s eyes, and the wine had flowed anew, and the gypsy’s words became a reckless new bet that sent each man reeling drunkenly into the night in search of a lock of hair from a virgin, one of the scarcest commodities in all London.

The gypsy’s curse hadn’t bothered Gabriel. He was not afraid of death. In the years since leaving England for Jamaica, he had beaten that black angel more times than he could count. Boredom alone unsettled him, for it left him face to face with a man he did not care to visit long.

Besides, the gypsy had it wrong. Luck, not death, embraced him tonight. Luck had caused him to wander past this convent, thereby showing him the means of winning the new wager and depriving the earl of his London townhouse, the stakes Sedbury had put up in his desperate bid to regain his boat. But desperate men made unwise bets. The earl would never find a virgin at this hour, when chaste women slept peacefully in their own beds.

Gabriel suppressed a yawn. What did he need with Sedbury’s house, anyway? He didn’t intend to remain in England, though it might be diverting to sample the life he could have had if he’d been dealt a different hand years ago. A boat was all he needed. With it, he could bid the past farewell as sweetly as these sleeping maidens had said their evening prayers.

In the darkened convent bedchamber, he surveyed them. They were young — novitiates, perhaps. A veritable bevy of virgins. And none of them had thought to latch the front door. A trusting group, indeed.

Which would he choose? Gabriel studied their sleeping forms, forever removed from the world of men. He imagined them in the secular world, dressed in fine gowns and jewels, their hair piled high atop their heads and secured with combs of finest ivory. They would fan themselves coyly, each daring him to choose her. Would he select the blonde, the chestnut-haired, or the chit with the riot of auburn curls?

He usually had his pick, for women adored him. They were all alike: vain and prideful and needy. Even nuns, he suspected, had their vanity.

Gabriel slipped his knife from the slim leather holder he always wore under his waistcoat. He moved quickly past the bed of one young woman whose breathing was shallow and uneven — much too light a sleeper. He passed two others whose nightcaps obscured their hair. At last, he came to a young woman whose single blonde braid lay invitingly on the pillow. She snored so loudly that nothing short of cannon fire would wake her.

He stared at the knife and briefly wondered whether he’d lost his mind. A lock of hair from a virgin’s head, taken without harm, given without regret. He didn’t believe in the gypsy’s words, but he did believe in fate that masqueraded as luck. For the moment, he would be its pawn.

Gingerly, he lifted the braid, feeling its weight, judging its substance. He could certainly take it without harm; he wasn’t sure about the regret part. Then again, the girl could hardly regret what she didn’t know. He shifted the knife to his right hand and bent over her.

“What are you doing?”

Gabriel froze. Carefully, he turned toward the voice. The girl he had pegged as a light sleeper sat upright, staring at him. “What are you doing to Mary?”

She looked just groggy enough that sleep still had a few tentacles in her. He pitched his voice low, so as not to wake the others. “Blessing her, of course.” He was surprised that his words sounded slurred. Perhaps he should have left the cork in that second bottle.

“But —”

“Keep your voice down.” He tried for a note of command, but a whisper had its limitations. “It is forbidden to speak,” he improvised.

The girl hesitated. “Who are you?”

“Gabriel.” Here, of all places, that name should carry weight.

Apparently, it did. She stared. “The...angel?”

“Archangel,” he recklessly volunteered.

“You do not look like an angel.”

Insolent chit. “Appearances can be deceiving.” He still held the sleeping girl’s braid. If his annoyingly persistent questioner would just look the other way...

“What is that thing in your hand?” Her gaze was riveted on the knife, though the room was dark enough he doubted she could make it out distinctly.

“It’s a, er, wand.” Did angels carry wands? No, that was fairies. Hell.

The girl stared at him in stunned silence. Suddenly, her eyes widened.

“A knife! You’ve got a knife!”

“Quiet, brat,” he growled. That did not sound very angelic. Well, he might as well have something to show for this night’s labors. In one swift movement, he sliced off the sleeping Mary’s braid. She never stopped snoring.

“Murderer!” the other girl shrieked.

Even as he dashed down the stairs, Gabriel heard footsteps on the landing.

“Mother Dolores! Help! Come quickly!” The answering screams of the others as they awoke rose in a jarring harmony that would have waked the dead.

When he gained the street, Gabriel looked wildly around. He had not planned for this. Sedbury’s carriage was long gone, the traitor. Gabriel had no means of escape except his own two feet, and they were looking strangely blurred at the moment.

Suddenly, his gaze lit on a dray cart and horse standing placidly across the way. No sign of a driver. Once again, luck had intervened. He sprinted across the street, took a moment to tuck the braid safely into his pocket, and grabbed the reins.

But as he flicked them smartly on the horse’s rump, a flock of nightgown-clad young women and one fire-breathing dragon of a Mother Superior in a hideous red nightcap streamed into the street. They threw themselves in front of the horse.

“Stop!” shrieked the dragon lady — the worthy Mother Dolores, no doubt. She clutched a chamber pot and waved it wildly at the horse. Like baby chicks following the mother hen, the novitiates raised their arms, too. And just like that, the street was filled with a mob of flailing, screaming females in high-necked night-rails.

Gabriel had a sinking feeling his luck had turned.

The horse did a nervous sideways dance and tried to rear, something no self-respecting dray nag would do. The women ran toward him — didn’t they have better sense than to race into the path of a thrashing horse?

He jerked on the reins, forcing the horse to still. The horse shuffled backward, trying to ease the pressure of the bit. Gabriel bent forward just as the nag’s tail whipped up and caught the corner of his eye. The searing pain brought tears to his eyes.

“My hair! He cut off my hair!” cried a young woman he took to be Mary, awake at last.

“Quiet, child!” cried Mother Dolores, whose nightcap dipped perilously low over one eye. She turned to Gabriel. “You shall die for this, you scoundrel. They will hang you forthwith, and I shall be among the spectators.”

“Now, now,” Gabriel warned. His eye hurt like hell, and he was in no mood for vengeful nuns. “You must set a proper example, Mother. Charity and forgiveness and all that.”

Mother Dolores stared at him. “What sort of monster are you?”

“He claimed he was an angel,” said the girl who had first discovered him.

“I see.” Her face was grim. “Matilde, fetch the Watch.”

“That is not necessary,” Gabriel assured her. “I was on the point of leaving.” Shielding his injured eye, he jumped down, squinting as he searched for a path through the sea of women. But their flailing forms pressed against him, forming a human wall.

Imprisoned by virgins. Was there anything more lowering?

“Ladies, step aside,” he thundered, trying his best to sound archangelic. “My work here is done. The, er, heavens demand my return.” He saw the indecision in their eyes. Almost, he had them. Then the dragon lady intervened.

“Sit on him, girls!” she commanded.

As one, the young women wrestled him to the cobblestones and planted themselves on him.

“Now, angel,” she scoffed, waving the chamber pot at him. “Let’s see you fly away.”

“Alas, ’tis the molting season,” Gabriel managed, forcing air through his badly compressed lungs. “My wings have been clipped.”

“More than clipped, you heartless villain. Your goose, sir, is cooked!” With that, Mother Dolores brought the chamber pot down on his head.

Yes, virgins were nothing but trouble. He would never go near one again.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One

[image: ]




“The hanging is at noon,” said a gruff masculine voice.

“I do hope Miss Wentworth will be brave.” Louisa Peabody tied a black scarf over her hair, obscuring flaxen gold so gleaming it could be seen from a distance. She shrugged into a man’s dark jacket several sizes too large. Then she placed a cap over the scarf and checked her appearance in the dingy tack room mirror. “I am afraid this is the best I can do.”

The man at her side inspected her dark breeches, boots, and coat. When his gaze reached her head covering, he frowned uncertainly.

“Do not worry, David,” she said. “I have tied the scarf tight. Not a strand of my hair is visible. Besides, I will be inside the carriage.”

David Ferguson was a man of considerable size but few words. Although he did not reply, the tension in his jaw was answer enough. Louisa made one last effort to assuage his doubts. “Alice Wentworth has no one, David. All she did was steal a loaf of bread to feed her child. We must help her.”

Their gazes met in pain shared and remembered. Then, without a word, David walked out to the carriage.

“Be careful,” warned the only other occupant of the stable, a boy of about twelve. Holding the halter of a big black stallion, he regarded Louisa with a mixture of determination and doubt. The weight of nascent masculinity sat uncertainly upon his slender shoulders. “I still say you ought to let me go. Midnight and I could cut through a crowd like a knife through butter.”

Louisa shook her head. “Midnight is too high-strung, and he is not yet ready to be ridden again. Besides,” she added gently, “you are too young, Sam.”

“If you got caught...” His voice, straddling the cusp of manhood, wavered.

“We will not.”

“The last time —”

“Was unfortunate. But we learn from our mistakes. Do not worry. David will take care of me.” She gave him a quick smile, then followed David out to the carriage.

***
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His head was in the noose. Any moment, now, the executioner would release the lever on the scaffold and send him on a permanent trip to the Great Beyond. He supposed he should be filled with despair, but he felt nothing. Only a vast emptiness, far more desolate than the possibility of death.

The crowd was enormous, no doubt due to that nun’s embellishments at his brief trial, which had been reported in all the newspapers. “Fallen Angel,” the headlines had called him. It wouldn’t surprise him if she was out there somewhere, waiting for him to die.

Through his suffocating hood, he could hear the impatient shouts, the jeers. A great clamoring mass of humanity had gathered outside Newgate to watch the life jerked out of him in the gruesome satisfaction of justice.

If there was any real justice in the world, those nuns would pay for their lies. They had made him out to be a rapist and attempted murderer. No wonder his trial had taken less than an hour.

Ah, well. The life of a scoundrel was mercifully short. And the life of a clumsy drunk with the stupidity to invade a convent armed with a knife even shorter.

In truth, many of the details of that night eluded him. He remembered the chamber pot being brought down on his head, then darkness. Still, a blow like that would not account for the gaps in his memory. He’d awoken in pain, chained to a wall in a dark cell crawling with vermin. He must have been beaten, for the darkness and pain entwined in him, leaving shadowy images of a thick beam brought down across his shoulders and many fists and implements applied to his person.

One day they had cleaned him up and brought him to the Old Bailey, where he could not summon enough brainpower even to speak his name or account for the circumstances that brought him there. Only after he saw the head nun — Mother Dolores, she styled herself — and listened to her vivid testimony had shreds of memories returned. Pieces were still missing, for a well-dressed Lord Something-or-other testified about events for which he similarly had no recollection; apparently he tried to steal his lordship’s yacht.

Surely, the witnesses had exaggerated. Whatever his crimes, they could not be so heinous as attempted murder, rape, fraudulent taking of his lordship’s yacht, and the theft of a cart and horse. He might be a scoundrel, but he was fairly certain he had no taste for crimes such as those.

Justice being what it was, his protestations of innocence mattered not. With no recollection of his actions, he could not supply a convincing alibi; nor could he summon character witnesses, having no memory even of his own name.

So he was here on the scaffold, a mere two days after his trial, wishing he could recall whatever it was he should know to prevent his imminent journey into Hell.

“Save yerself, angel!” jeered a voice.

“Fly away, angel,” ridiculed another. “Fly on to heaven.”

A chorus of laughter rose from the crowd. He felt the executioner check the ropes that bound his hands. Snug and tight. No way out there. He heard the man speak to the magistrate. He couldn’t make out the words, but his imagination easily supplied them:

I’ll let him swing long enough to please the crowds, then hand him over to that surgeon who’s been after me to give him something for that anatomy class of his. Did you want him to suffer a bit first, my lord? Those nuns seemed awfully upset.

By all means, Executioner, let the bugger suffer. I’ve seen the way you snap that platform down, and if you do it just right, their necks don’t break right away and they hang there reaching with their toes, trying to gain a purchase as the air sucks out of them. The crowd loves that.

Well, he was always one to please the crowds. And this was better than that new treadmill invention he had been threatened with, the cylinder of steps that had to be walked until one dropped. Better to die from hanging than boredom.

He supposed he should say a few words to his Maker, but he doubted anyone up there would hear him. Still, it was worth a shot.

I was looking forward to taking up residence at Sedbury’s townhouse. Might have turned respectable, made something of my life, taken a seat in Parliament

Sedbury’s townhouse? Parliament? Where had those thoughts come from?

Could’ve turned all those lords against slavery, told them about Jamaica and the plantations.

Jamaica. Another memory teased his brain.

What’s that? Yes, I know it’s late to make promises. No, I don’t mean a word of them. Hell, the last thing I want is a home.

He knew in his bones that last was true. No home, no family. Never again.

More memories seeped from the recesses of his mind. Perhaps his own name would join them. Surely, he was someone. Surely, he knew people who could vouch for him.

Abruptly, the floor beneath him shuddered. No time, then. Apparently there was no one Up There to hear the ramblings of a doomed man. He tried to swallow, but the noose cinched him, closing his throat. I wouldn’t have minded one last chance...

A cheer went up from the crowd. Bloodthirsty buggers. He had barely formed the thought when his feet left the ground.

Excited shrieks came from somewhere, probably the vicinity of Mother Dolores. The rope cut into his neck, shooting dizzying pain through him. He could not breathe. His hands wanted to claw at the thing that was choking the life out of him. But they were bound, and it was only in his dreams that he grabbed the rope and flung it off, restoring blessed air to his lungs.

Soon he would slip the knot of his human misery.

The cheers of the crowd faded into oblivion. He heard a strange slashing noise. Felt a jerk. The noose released its hold, and he floated heavenward to his final reward.

Heaven was deuced uncomfortable, though. Heaven felt like a man’s strong arms pulling him through the air, depositing him unceremoniously on his head on the floor of a carriage. Heaven sounded like a man’s confused curse and a woman’s urgent admonition as a blanket was flung over him and the vehicle lurched forward with angry shouts in pursuit.

He should have known he would go straight to Hell. How else to describe the sensation of being slammed about, blind to his surroundings save for the pain? His neck felt as if it had been seared by flames. His air-deprived lungs struggled for breath.

Every time he tried to right his bruised body, a booted foot pushed firmly on his posterior and a woman’s sharp voice cut through his misery. “Stay down!”

He stayed down. He would not risk the ire of this Mistress of Hell. But he longed to remove the oppressive hood, to take in enough air to banish the dizziness that threatened his mind’s thin hold on the events around him. The jostling of the carriage and the burning in his lungs and neck were his only reality.

Was this Heaven or Hell? Maybe there was no difference, after all.

At last, the carriage rolled to a stop, and someone lifted the blanket that covered him. He heard the woman gasp as her hands removed his hood.

“You are not Miss Wentworth!” She turned to the Goliath who suddenly appeared outside the carriage door. “It is a man, David, a man!”

She removed the cap from her head and a black scarf that had hidden hair the color of spun gold. But that was not what rendered him speechless. It was her eyes, which regarded him with a mixture of fury and confusion and which were as deep and bottomless and blue as the sea on a cloudless day. And the tiny birthmark that sat between her upper lip and the tip of her nose.

Hair kissed by the sun. Eyes bluer than blue. A small, tantalizing mark above her lip. If Heaven had angels like this, he had come to the right place.

“Madam,” he rasped, his voice all but destroyed by the hangman’s noose, “will you marry me?” He gave a wild, mirthless laugh as the world around him faded to black.

***
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Louisa stared at the limp form at her feet. “What in the name of all that is holy am I to do?”

David shrugged. “Take him home, I suppose.” He climbed back up to his perch and with a flick of the reins sent the team of horses barreling down the road.

Louisa crossed her arms and stared out the window, trying to look anywhere except at the motionless man on the floor. But outside held only trees and grass and the occasional cow. At her feet was the scourge of her sex.

A man. And from the look and sound of him, an insolent, puffed-up, arrogant, shameless example of the breed. Madam, will you marry me? Mad hubris, indeed. Facing death had not humbled him. Doubtless he had deserved his death sentence.

And she, of all people, had saved him.

He lay on his side, filling the floor space between the seats and then some. Louisa curled her legs under her to avoid touching him and then decided that in his current state he would scarcely know if she rested her feet on his back.

His hands were still bound, and his body jostled roughly as the carriage raced over the road. Senseless, he was hardly a danger to her, so she reached down and tried to loosen his stiff bindings. At last she freed his hands, and they flopped limply at his sides. There was nothing harmless about their size, however. They were of a piece with that broad back; his shirt fabric strained across the wide expanse of muscle and bone.

The man they had saved was strong and dangerous. A criminal, likely a killer. Yet even if he had been none of those things, Louisa would have hated him on sight.

***
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Gabriel awoke to find the giant towering over him. The man was six and a half feet, if he was an inch. His face bore deep, irregular scars, as if unskilled hands had chipped his features out of stubborn granite. His hair was dark, his chin bearded, and he resembled a savage ogre who feasted on naughty children and wayward princesses in fearsome fables. The man studied him from his impossible height, his face as expressive as stone.

His angel sat in a chair beside a hearth with a blazing fire. Her hands were crossed primly in her lap. She held herself stiffly and regarded him with an icy gaze. That long, golden hair flowed around her like a halo.

“Who are you?” Her voice was as dry and brittle as dead leaves.

He was lying on the floor. Not the way to meet an angel. It put him at a distinct disadvantage, for though he was not as tall as the giant, he could certainly stand as straight. And a man on his feet thought better than a man on his posterior.

Gabriel tried to rise. He struggled to his knees, pushed off from his hands, and tried to heave himself up. But he was weaker than he thought. Like a babe whose reach exceeds his grasp, he fell backward onto the floor.

He ached all over. His neck felt as if it was belted in edged steel. His lungs could not take in enough air. His stomach lurched queasily.

An encroaching blackness clawed at him, narrowing his sight to a pinpoint of light, pulling him into the blessedness of oblivion. And though he fought it, his brain felt fuzzy, as if it was packed in cotton wool.

“Name,” he murmured, fighting off the blackness. He had to know her name.

“I am Louisa Peabody,” she said crisply.

“Lu-we-sa Pe-body.” He tried to say it, but his tongue seemed twisted. He must be hallucinating.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

“King,” he managed.

“King?” He heard the note of puzzlement in her tone. “Mr. King?”

“Not mister,” he said thickly. “King — Majesty.”

He grinned. It was a little joke — bitter as sin, and too much work to explain, even if he could recall the details. Perhaps his joke would drive that chill from her voice.

“You are a king?”

He nodded, pleased that she understood. Too bad her features kept blurring around the edges. His eyes must be crossed, for her nose kept moving around on her face. It would be difficult to rivet her with one of his meaningful stares. Mistresses of Hell were probably impervious to masculine charm anyway.

Frowning, he tried to conjure the elusive memory at the edge of his awareness. He vaguely remembered talking to someone — or something — about mending his ways.

Where was he now? Among the living or the dead?

“The only king we have is old George,” she said. “You do not look anything like him.”

Mad George in Hell, too? He hadn’t heard that the king had cocked up his toes, but then Newgate prisoners led a sheltered existence.

“Not George.” His voice slurred. “Gabriel.” That much had come back to him. Perhaps, there would be more.

“King Gabriel.” She rolled the words around on her tongue. “Pray, what are you king of?”

He heard the derision in her tone. Gabriel looked up at her from his lowly position on the floor. She was studying him, her head tilted to one side, waiting. The firelight caught the lights in her hair and sent their shimmering warmth straight to his gut, a spear of heat that threatened a mortal wound. He tried to say the words that burned in his befogged brain.

“Take you there,” he vowed.

A large booted toe nudged him in the ribs. He had forgotten about the giant. Gabriel ignored the man and smiled at her.

Her eyes filled with uncertainty. Good. He had her interest — much better than her contempt. Conquest would be his. Unless she really was an angel.

She turned toward the giant. “You had best fetch the doctor.”

No doctor, Gabriel wanted to say. He was better now. He might even be alive. He raised his head, tried to speak. “Island. King of island,” he said weakly.

Lu-we-sa Pe-body eyed him in disgust, then rose and left the room. The monster lifted him off the floor as if he were a sack of feathers, carted him up some stairs, and tossed him onto a soft feather bed. As Gabriel sank gratefully into it, letting the darkness take him, the man bent down close to his ear.

“And I,” the giant snarled contemptuously, “am Queen Charlotte.”

***
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“What happened to Alice Wentworth?” Louisa eyed David worriedly.

“’Pears they thought this one” — he jerked his thumb skyward, indicating the upstairs where the stranger slept — “needed killing first.”

“But...didn’t they publish the list of executions?”

“Aye, and she was on it.” He shrugged. “Wasn’t until I’d driven us into the thick of things that I got a good look at the prisoner. By then, I’d cut the rope and the mongrel was falling into my arms. Nothing for it but to grab him and get out before the crowd closed in.”

David had had all he could do to control the team and speed them away from the angry mob. Louisa hadn’t wanted to take the cumbersome carriage, but after the debacle with Midnight at Violet’s rescue, David had not wanted her to risk exposure. And so she’d sat helpless and protected inside while the mission went terribly awry. Never again, she vowed, would she abdicate her responsibility.

“Do you think they will proceed with her hanging?”

David shook his head. “Not for a while. Too much confusion after today.”

Louisa paced the parlor in frustration. “Let us hope she is safe for now. In the meantime, what is to be done with him?”

David said nothing. There was no need. They both knew that no man had occupied a bed at Peabody Manor since her father moved away to the Continent. And Richard had not lived to do so. The fact that a heinous criminal now slept the sleep of the blameless upstairs was almost incomprehensible.

“I can’t have a man here, David,” she said in a wobbly voice. “You know that.”

“Aye,” he said softly. His hand came up, hovered over her trembling shoulders for a moment, then fell to his side without touching her. “We could put him in the dower house, but we couldn’t watch him there. Besides, he is ill and can nae do ye harm.”

David understood her fears, accepted them. “I will keep ye safe, lass,” he added.

Louisa knew he would, as far as it was in his power to do so. But long ago she had learned that the only help for a woman alone in the world was her own two hands — and that was rarely enough. Women could not control their own money, much less their fate. They were married off to benefit the family’s coffers, sold like chattel to the highest bidder.

Her father had traded her to a man with a charming smile and a soul as dark as the devil’s. She had despised them both for making her an object to be bartered, no better than a whore. But she had survived, and adversity had made her strong. She had put the past behind her and devoted herself to helping women who couldn’t help themselves.

There were no men in her life, save David. She was pleased with her carefully constructed world — as long as there was no reminder that it might topple in an instant if some clever male decided to apply himself to the task.

The man upstairs had to go. Besides being a criminal, he had the look of trouble — too charming by half, even fresh from the hangman’s noose. A rakish brow bespoke devilish intentions under that tousled red hair. Green eyes glittered with daring and dash and promises never to be fulfilled. A self-mocking mouth hinted of devilish secrets.

Take her to his island, indeed. Nonsense uttered in the heady exultation of escaping a fate he had undoubtedly deserved.

A king, was he?

Aye, king of a thousand hearts he had doubtless broken. Louisa’s gaze narrowed. She knew the breed well.
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Chapter Two
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The hand on his brow was cool, soothing. The low murmuring was warm, comforting. Had his angel relented, then, and deigned to favor him with her healing presence?

Sleep still caught at the edges of his awareness, but Gabriel moved swiftly, instinctively, to capture her hand. Bringing it to his lips, he nibbled lightly on her fingertips. They tasted vaguely of smoke. He frowned.

“My, ye are a bold one.”

His eyes flew open. The movement pained him. Every part of him felt as if he had dashed down the road toward perdition and been caught in its fire. Gabriel forced himself to bring the images into focus. Above him a lacy white canopy spanned the bed like a thousand dancing snowflakes. Bright yellow and amber danced at the perimeter of his vision — the room was awash with colors of sunshine and cheer. He tried to move, but breathing was an effort. His throat was parched, his neck sore, as if he had been paraded about on a too-tight leash.

Slowly, he began to remember: The scaffold. The executioner. And miracle of miracles, being plucked from death’s jaws by a heavenly vision.

He turned to the woman whose smoky fingers he had nibbled. Streaks of gray shot through her dark hair, and her ruddy cheeks sagged into jowls. Her gray eyes glinted like steel. A woman undoubtedly to be reckoned with — but most assuredly not his angel.

Instantly, Gabriel released her hand.

The hint of a twinkle appeared in her eyes, then vanished. Gabriel tried to sit up, but his body rebelled. His head was still groggy from the deep, unnatural sleep of a man who has narrowly escaped death but tasted its pain.

“Where is —” He broke off, trying to remember. Lu-we-sa. “Louisa,” he rasped. “Louisa Peabody.”

The woman crossed her arms and regarded him with something akin to a smirk. A movement at the end of the bed caught Gabriel’s eye. A boy, his eyes filled with hostility, stepped toward him.

“Who are you?” the lad demanded. “What have you done with Elizabeth’s mother?”

“Sam.” The voice, soft in its reproof, came from another woman, who suddenly appeared in his line of vision. She had straight brown hair and soft brown eyes that regarded him assessingly.

Gabriel rubbed his aching head. Who the devil was Elizabeth? Where was Louisa Peabody?

“I am Violet,” the soft-spoken woman said. “This is Rose.” She gestured toward the older woman whose fingers he had nibbled. “A woman named Alice Wentworth was supposed to hang at Newgate yesterday. You went in her stead. By the time David realized his mistake, the crowd was on him. He threw you into the carriage and fled.”

“Men.” Rose shook her head in disgust.

Violet’s steady gaze did not waver. “We have Miss Wentworth’s baby, Elizabeth.” Her hands curved protectively over the front of her loose-fitting frock. Something registered in Gabriel’s brain, but he couldn’t complete the thought.

“We will raise the babe as our own if Miss Wentworth cannot be saved. But we hope you can tell us where the guards have taken her.”

Babe. Now he had it. The brown-haired woman was increasing.

“We think they have moved her out of Newgate,” Violet said. “Apparently, the disruption of your execution threw things into disarray.”

Now that was a damned shame, Gabriel thought.

“Miss Wentworth’s only crime was to steal food for her baby.” Her expression was sorrowful. “Louisa would have saved her, had you not taken her place. We are very distressed about that.”

Her frequent use of the plural was vaguely disquieting. Gabriel struggled to prop himself up on his elbow and looked around the room. “Where am I?” His voice sounded like a piece of rusty metal. “Who are you?”

“There are nine of us — five women and four children,” Violet replied. “We live in Louisa’s home. She has saved most of us from poverty, abuse, and other ills at the hands of men. Ours is a community of women.”

A community of women. Gabriel tried to imagine five women like these two staring at him with somber, accusing eyes. Those damned nuns must have prayed mightily for revenge, for he had obviously skipped Purgatory and tumbled straight into Hell. Gabriel stared grimly at the yellow and amber walls — not the colors of sunshine and cheer, but of fire and brimstone.

Another figure stepped from the shadows, although how the shadows had contained him was anybody’s guess. The giant wore a look of wrathful menace abetted by the deep scars on his face. One large, slashing scar extended downward, disappearing into the folds of his shirt just below his neck. A nearly fatal wound, that.

Now that he thought on it, the giant’s presence did not make sense. “If you are a community of women, what the devil is he — a eunuch?”

The giant froze. Violet gasped. Rose arched one thick eyebrow. In that moment, another figure condensed from the shadows.

Louisa Peabody. Her brilliant blue gaze, filled with all the righteous anger of the ages, bore down on Gabriel. “Please leave us.”

Since he was not in any condition to go anywhere, Gabriel assumed she meant the others. And they did leave, with soft rustlings and padded footsteps. All but the giant. He remained, frozen in place.

“David,” she said softly.

He turned, and in the look that passed between them, Gabriel read the chilling truth.

Sweet Jesus. Five women, four brats, and one enormous eunuch. This was where fate had led him. To Hell, where women ruled and men were castrated.

Where he was apparently meant to pay for his crimes — and they were many, in the unforgiving eyes of women scorned.

Pay not with his neck, but with his manhood.

With a wild cry of denial, Gabriel bolted from the bed.

***
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“Help me, David!” Louisa clutched the man’s arms, trying to stop his fierce flight. Even in his weakened state, the criminal possessed an amazing strength. David quickly pulled him away from her. But with a deft move, the man dug his heel into David’s ankle, throwing him off balance. Then the criminal reached for her. One hand went around her ribcage, the other her neck. She couldn’t move. He held her hostage.

David found his footing but stilled when he saw the man’s hands on her.

“If you value her life, stay where you are,” the man growled.

Louisa shot David a look filled with apology. This was her doing. She had known the man was evil, yet had allowed him to stay the night in her house. Now he had turned on them, displayed his true stripes. Did he mean to murder them?

No wonder the authorities had pushed his execution ahead of poor Miss Wentworth’s. All she had done was steal a loaf of bread. He had assaulted helpless nuns. David had learned the nature of Gabriel Sinclair’s crimes just this morning, when he had ridden to town to determine Miss Wentworth’s whereabouts.

Why, oh why, had they not left him on that scaffold?

His arm locked around Louisa, he edged them toward the door. Panic filled her. She feared the others would try to intervene and be killed.

“Please do not harm the children,” she pleaded. “Do what you will with me, but let the children go.”

“What the devil do you mean?”

Louisa knew she shouldn’t have spoken. He hadn’t even been thinking about the children, and now she’d given him the idea of using them for his own twisted ends. But it was too late to call back the words. “I beg you, do not hurt them. They haven’t done anything and —”

“I have never harmed a child in my life.”

Something in his injured tone told Louisa he spoke the truth. No matter, his crimes against the rest of them would more than offset his mercy to the children. “And what of the others?” she bit out. “What of those nuns? Can you say you never harmed them?”

“Look, Louisa Peabody, or Mistress of Hell or whoever you are,” he snarled, “I’m no saint, but I’ve no intention of harming anyone. I just want to get out of this house of Bedlam before you turn me into one of those.”

“Those?”

For an answer, he pointed at David. “You butchered him, didn’t you?”

She stared at him without comprehension.

“Don’t play the innocent,” he growled. “I’m onto you and your little ‘society.’ You think to take revenge on every man who has served a female ill. As long as I draw breath, you won’t get me.”

It took her a moment to understand. A moment to get past the insult and indignation, to understand the import of his words. And then, oh wondrous poetic justice, it was clear as a bell.

“You thought we meant to...” She could not bring herself to say the words.

“Come now, Miss Peabody, don’t be squeamish. Do you deny that you meant to relieve me of my manhood in punishment for whatever you imagine are my crimes against your sex?”

“Whatever manhood you possess,” she said disdainfully, “is safe here.”

The large hand around her middle tightened. “If this is a trick. I swear I will haunt you from the grave.”

“It is no trick.” His unyielding grip on her made Louisa queasy. “We mean you no harm.”

His body shifted slightly, and she felt the tension in the pumping of his heart and the hard, corded muscles that supported her. “Then he is...whole?”

“As whole as ye, mongrel,” David snarled.

The man’s unnatural stillness told her he was weighing their words, trying to decide the truth. “The scars,” he said. “How did you come by them?”

Only the merest twitch of David’s jaw hinted at any emotion. “The Peninsular War. I was taken prisoner. Happens a Scot would rather die than lose his freedom. I did nae show the proper respect, so they carved me up. Even so, I was one of the lucky ones.”

The man’s arm grew slack. Louisa wanted to go to David, but the haunted look in his eyes kept her away. It was not the first time she had seen in his gaze a painful, deeply hidden secret. He might be physically whole, but prison had stolen his spirit, his vitality, his sense of worth. For all his strength and courage, he was a broken man.

“Mr. Ferguson’s sister Molly lived here for a time, but she fell sick and died,” Louisa said. “Sam — the lad you met — is her son.”

She remembered the sadness in David’s eyes when he had shown up at her door in search of the sister he had not seen in years. Louisa had known instinctively that David wasn’t a threat to them. His quiet, lonely sorrow had touched her heart. He’d spoken little about his time in prison, and she hated that the criminal had forced him to relive his torture.

Behind her, she felt her captor falter. She turned, and saw the color had drained from his face. It seemed to take all the strength he possessed to remain standing.

“I want —” The words came out a croak. He tried again. “Bed. Back to...bed.” He swayed.

“But you cannot manage it, can you?” Louisa taunted, giving rein to her fury at last. He had ruined her plans, intruded on her world, drawn that awkward revelation from David. “Terror of the convent, king of all you possess — and you cannot walk ten steps to the bed.”

His gaze darkened, and Louisa could not suppress a little shudder at the flecks of fire in those green depths. But he was spent. Somehow he had mustered the strength to flee the knives he imagined were after him, but that had vanished once panic left him.

Whoever this man was, whatever his crimes, at the moment he was as weak as a lamb.

David moved forward, but Louisa shook her head. She put her arm out to support the scoundrel. For now, he was helpless.

“Lean on me,” she ordered.

His weight was more than she had bargained for, but she refused David’s help. She wanted this man to feel her strength. He was her enemy, but the battle would be joined another time. She vowed it would be a battle between equals.

***
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Once again, he had made a fool of himself before that woman, who was anything but angelic. Gabriel sank into the mattress, hoping sleep would ease him from the horrors of the last two days. It was difficult to separate truth from the dreams that had raged as that noose sucked the life out of him. Yet one truth shone clear enough: Louisa Peabody was no dream. She was a nightmare, and mad as a midsummer moon.

As best he could figure, she went about rescuing women from dire circumstances with the help of that fellow David, who would have been more than a match for his Biblical namesake.

The brush with death had befogged Gabriel’s brain. How else to explain why he had seen her as a heavenly vision, the imperfection of that tiny birthmark a harbinger of hope for the truly imperfect like himself? He supposed even fools wanted to believe in something.

He wondered what Louisa Peabody, with her golden hair and fierce azure eyes, believed in. Probably not visions. For all her beauty, she was too grim by half. She was the serious sort of female he most detested. For that matter, everyone here was solemn as a judge. Even that lad, who couldn’t be more than twelve, had worried eyes.

What a den of misfits he had stumbled into. And she was the worst — for letting him think, for one horrifying moment, that she was a vengeful Judith out for blood on account of his misdeeds against her sex.

And for making him realize that she would never, ever let him nibble on her fingers.
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Chapter Three
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“A prison ship?” Louisa was horrified. “Not one of those horrid river hulks!”

David nodded grimly. “They moved her there yesterday.”

Neither of them voiced the thought uppermost in their minds: Hanging was the least of Alice Wentworth’s worries now. The prison hulks, temporary holding pens for felons awaiting transportation to Botany Bay, were run by corrupt guards who were a law unto themselves. Reformers had complained about the hulks for years, but they remained bastions of misery.

A woman in such a place would be at the mercy of her guards. There was no need to speculate about her fate.

Terrible images filled Louisa’s mind, and she shuddered. “We must get Miss Wentworth out of there. There is no time to lose.”

“Aye.”

At his somber tone, Louisa’s heart sank. “It will be difficult, won’t it?”

“I know nothing of boats, but I do nae think we can simply walk onto the deck, bold as ye please.”

“There has to be another way in,” she persisted.

“Even so, we’ve no notion where they are holding her.”

“Gun deck, most likely,” said a deep male voice. “Fore, if she’s lucky. Aft, if she’s not.”

Louisa turned. Gabriel Sinclair stood at the threshold, evidently restored by his night’s rest. He wore the same torn breeches and coarse shirt in which he had prepared to face his Maker, but the similarity between that man and this ended there.

This was no desperate fugitive, fearful of losing his manhood to her vengeance. This was not the man who had lain nearly senseless on the floor of her carriage as they fled the gallows, so dazed that he blurted out that silly marriage proposal.

This man appeared to be in full possession of his senses and, more to the point, fully confident in his masculinity. He stood with his legs slightly apart, taking his weight evenly on both feet in the self-assured manner of a man prepared for anything. His broad shoulders spanned the door frame; his loosely fisted hands rested lightly on his hips.

Masculine ease radiated from every angular plane and contoured muscle, from the high cheekbones and firm jaw that gave his features a noble arrogance to the expanse of chest exposed by his torn shirt. A cool alertness resided in his penetrating green eyes. The unruly red hair framed his face in fire.

A veritable paragon of male beauty, Louisa thought bitterly. A flame-haired god driving his chariot across the sky, dictating the span of a mere mortal’s days and nights with typical male arrogance. But he was no god. Sinclair was a liar, a rapist, and any number of other despicable things besides. Beauty was not the measure of his soul.

He glanced only briefly at David, then fixed her with a slow, assessing gaze.

Lifting her chin, Louisa endured his inspection. So what if he was handsome? She was immune to masculine appeal in the way that a child who has weathered smallpox need never fear its ravages again.

As he was evidently immune to her, for she knew the moment he dismissed her as a woman. His brows arched, and his expression shifted from wary interest to careless indifference as he blinked her image away.

“What do you know of the matter?” she challenged, stung by his tacit rejection — though it should not have mattered what he thought of her.

“Of Miss Wentworth, nothing. Of ships, a thing or two.” Sardonic amusement filled his gaze. “It’s the best way to get to an island.”

Louisa flushed. “I am not stupid, Mr. Sinclair —”

“Delighted to hear it. You have discovered my full name, I see.”

“Yes, and your crimes as well.”

“Heinous, are they not?”

“You make light of them?”

“It does not matter what I make of them. Do you have a change of clothes? I fear these have outlived their usefulness.” He fingered his tattered shirt.

Taken aback by his abrupt change of subject, Louisa glanced helplessly at David, who leveled a gaze at him. “I do nae think my shirts will fit ye.”

Sinclair shrugged. “Then I will be on my way. Fugitive from justice and all that.” His tone was careless, but the green velvet of his eyes had transformed to hard jade. Louisa saw that he did not intend to stay another minute under her roof.

“Wait,” she said.

His lazy gaze returned to her.

“My father was not as tall as you, but his clothes may serve,” Louisa said. “They will be less noticeable than what you are wearing. We’re little more than an hour from London. The authorities will be looking for you and —”

“You are loath to have me risk capture,” he finished with a mirthless smile. “How touching.”

Louisa frowned.

“Come, Miss Peabody. You have no interest in seeing my miserable life spared. No doubt you have been reproaching yourself for saving me from the execution I so richly deserved.”

She stiffened, though he was close to the mark. “Do not put words into my mouth.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. Point me in the direction of your father’s clothes, and I shall not trouble you further.”

“Please.” Her voice wobbled. Mortified, she took a deep breath to regain her poise. “I must know why you think Miss Wentworth is being held in the...gun deck, was it?”

“Simple deduction. They would not leave her in the bowels of the ship, where the rest of the felons can have at her. The guards would want her more...accessible.”

Louisa looked away. “Go on.”

“In that case, they’d likely put her in the carpenter’s or boatswain’s quarters in the bow. The guards probably occupy the aft cabins.”

“So she is separate from the other convicts as well as the guards?”

“If she’s lucky. But if the guards wanted her more at hand, shall we say, they would put her aft with them. And if she was fortunate enough to attract the eye of the guard captain, she might find herself in an upper cabin.”

“With them,” Louisa echoed dully. “So that she would be accessible.”

“Night and day. Not a moment’s rest, I imagine. I will take those clothes now, if I may.”

Her mouth fell open. “How can you be so indifferent to another person’s suffering?”

“If you take the world’s pain on your shoulders, Miss Peabody, you will have a miserable life. It is foolish to mourn what you cannot change. Since I can do nothing about Miss Wentworth’s suffering, I choose to disregard it.”

Louisa stared at him in disbelief. She walked over to him and fixed him with a hard stare. “You cannot disregard it. I will not allow you to do so.”

He merely arched a brow.

His eyes, she noticed, were more intricate than they appeared from a distance. Amber flecks radiated from the green depths, pinpoints of topaz amid the jade. But there was a coldness in them now. Sinclair would never trouble himself over another person’s misery.

“It is because of you that Miss Wentworth was moved,” she said.

“No, it was your doing. You caused all that commotion by interrupting my execution.”

“I deeply regret it, you may be sure. But the fact remains that Miss Wentworth would have been on that scaffold had it not been for you.”

He shrugged. “A twist of fate.”

“We would have rescued her,” Louisa insisted, “and she would be sitting here now with her babe at her breast. You have an obligation, Mr. Sinclair, and I mean to see that you discharge it.”

“I am obliged to no one.”

“You are obliged to me, sir, for I saved your life.”

“A mistake, as you have acknowledged.”

“Mistake or no, you are beholden to us for your miserable existence. And though I am sure you have never done anything of worth in your entire life, you will now. You will help us save Alice Wentworth.”

Louisa fairly quivered with rage as they stood toe to toe, but he seemed not the least moved. He studied her with wry amusement.

“You appeal to the conscience of a criminal? My dear Miss Peabody, you must know that a man who has committed the crimes of which I have been convicted would not let conscience get in the way of self-interest.”

He was right, of course. Clearly, Gabriel Sinclair possessed not a shred of altruism, no sense of obligation. Louisa turned away, hiding her despair over Alice Wentworth’s fate. They would free her. They had pulled off daring acts in the past, and they could again. Just because neither she nor David knew fore from aft didn’t mean hope was lost.

Louisa looked at David for confirmation. He nodded slightly, and she knew he would be with her all the way. But she saw uncertainty in his gaze, too. And something else she could not label. He regarded Sinclair, then her, with a curious expression. She turned to Sinclair and found he was studying her.

“I mistook you for an angel, you know,” he said. Unexpectedly he extended his finger and lightly touched the birthmark above her lip.

Stung, Louisa took a step backward. “Is that a joke?”

“Of course not. A man in my situation has no time for jokes.” His gaze roved over her in frank scrutiny. “Now, about those clothes...”

She stared at him with loathing. David stepped forward before she could speak. “I will fetch the trunks.”

Sinclair shot Louisa a beatific smile.

***
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The moths must have loved Miss Peabody’s father, for they had positively devoured his clothes. Gabriel found one pair of tan pantaloons they had let go with only a nibble, and a linen shirt and waistcoat that were relatively unscathed. The shirt was too small and the style a decade out of fashion, but all in all, the clothes were an improvement over his filthy prison togs.

Miss Peabody was daft as a loon. Neither she nor that giant knew the first thing about sneaking onto a ship. He would never fit through even a big ship’s hawsehole, and Miss Peabody had never shinnied up an anchor cable in her life. The Wentworth woman hadn’t a prayer.

Let the devil take the lot of them. The quicker he was away, the better. He was bound for home. What passed for home, anyway. A godforsaken chunk of rock jutting out of the sea east of Sheerness, perfectly positioned as friend or foe to the ships that skirted the sandbars of the Downs for a more direct route into the heart of England. It was a lonely, forgotten place, and he hated it. But his father had elected to spend eternity there, looking out over the whitecaps in an endless vigil for the desperate and doomed.

Unfortunately, Gabriel’s memory was now fully intact. With it came the full weight of his ill-advised trip to Sinclair Isle.

Once, long ago, he had called another place home — a manor house near an ancient gray castle, with servants, tutors, and a stable of prized cattle. He vaguely recalled St. Thomas’s Day, when the family would go wassailing. And Christmas, when he would help his father and brother drag in the yule log. Then would come a feast of roasted boar’s head.

All had been right with the world back then — before his mother died of a fever and his brother perished in the attack on the French in the Battle of the Nile. Before Gabriel learned that all of Aloysius’s hopes and dreams had rested on Robert.

He searched the trunks for boots, and found some leather top boots that were only a little tight. With any luck, they would stretch.

His brother had been nearly a decade older. Robert was to have had an illustrious naval career, married a genteel young lady, and provided Aloysius with grandchildren to entertain him in his old age while he tinkered with his inventions. Instead, his father lost his wife and firstborn son, and with them his tolerance for children, including him.

“Gabriel — a silly name,” his father had groused. “Don’t know why I let your mother talk me into it. People will expect you to strum a harp.”

Not long after his brother’s death, his father plucked Gabriel from Eton, packed a few belongings, and tossed them into a sailboat moored in the cove near the house. They sailed out to a spit of land his father called Sinclair Isle. And, like a true lord of the land, his father crowned himself king.

Gabriel had known then that his childhood was irrevocably lost. His father grew as wild and remote as the island, dedicating himself to avenging the son he had lost, ignoring the one who remained. And so the years passed. Through it all, his father tinkered madly with the thing in the cave, stopping only to lavish attention on the French emigres whose boats washed up on Sinclair Isle as they fled Napoleon’s tyranny. Gabriel forgot about the wassailing that had brought families together in joyous celebration. He never saw that house or castle again.

When his father died, Gabriel buried him on the island’s highest hill, facing east so he would always look out over the churning sea separating England and France. Then he sailed off in a craft he made himself and discovered something better than wassailing: carnal pleasures.

Forced to spend his adolescence on an island, Gabriel had no exposure in his youth to brothels or eager village maids. He had been an innocent of eighteen — a late bloomer, by the standards of the day — when he left Sinclair Isle, a man of seasoned sensuality when he returned to England these ten years later. A world had opened to him in those years, and if he had not quite recaptured the joy of his youth, it was something very like.

The ladies liked him, and he was happy to oblige. Such distractions made time pass pleasantly. Perhaps they even made life worth living. Because if they did not, what did?

Gabriel surveyed his image in the reflecting glass. His father’s eyes, his mother’s hair, and neither of them alive to see the man he had become. What would they think of him now?

Doubtless they, like Miss Peabody, would be unimpressed. Not that he cared what she thought. She was another mad fool like his father, risking her neck for every desperate cause. Perhaps, in return for the accident of his rescue, he would give her a few pointers for her foolish attempt on the prison hulk. But he was not about to do something as foolish as helping her rescue the poor soul she thought a candidate for sainthood.

He certainly wanted nothing to do with a woman whose view of life was bleaker than his.

To be sure, she was beautiful. And fierce, a Queen Boadicea win-or-perish sort of female with a glorious yellow mane that doubtless blinded her hapless masculine prey. A mantis, devouring any man fool enough to be drawn by her charms.

Her beauty did not disguise the fact that she had lost the joy of her own youth some time ago. He wondered what man had taken it and whether she had enjoyed the experience.

Probably not.

A small kernel of anger welled inside him for the loss of that which could not be replaced. He straightened his waistcoat and shrugged into her father’s long jacket with the cutaway front.

A man learned to put away childish things. And to find joy where he could.
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Chapter Four
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“Daisy and Lily, this is Mr. Sinclair.” Louisa turned to him. “You’ve already met Rose and Violet.”

He bowed politely, then joined them at the table.

“As you have no doubt become aware,” she told them, “Mr. Sinclair arrived two days ago when we mistakenly rescued him instead of Alice Wentworth.”

Rose rolled her eyes. “Hare-brained scheme from the outset.”
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