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Chapter One
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March 1824

The Rose and Swan Inn

Northern Hampshire, England

Lady Elvina Fowler sat in the corner of the inn’s common room. The table she’d chosen was near the window where she could watch the comings and goings of other travelers, which were regrettably few and far between. The deep hood of her cloak shadowed her face, but she still received an array of glances ranging from openly curious to somewhat discomfiting. 

She ignored them all. There wasn’t much she could do about the fact that she appeared distinctly out of place at the rural inn. Not that it was unheard of for wealthy travelers to pass through on their way to London, but certainly never a wealthy young lady alone and at such an ungodly early hour. 

If she’d had a bit of forethought, she’d have switched out her rich velvet cloak for something a bit more common. But her departure had been rather sudden and quite desperate, considering she’d just been told by her wretched excuse for a guardian that she was to become his bride whether she wanted him or not.

She absolutely did not want him. And he’d known it well since she’d shouted exactly that right into the man’s flushed and furious face a moment before he’d struck her hard enough to send her to the floor. As she’d looked up at him with shock and anger, she’d seen the pure contempt in his eyes and knew exactly what marriage to him would be like.

Unacceptable in every way. 

Jasper Fenning, her father’s distant cousin who’d inherited the title and holdings entailed to the Marquess of Ilsworth upon her parents’ sudden deaths two years ago, was morally bankrupt in ways she hadn’t known was possible.

She’d first met her cousin nearly two months after her beloved mother and father had been put to rest. Apparently, it had taken the estate solicitors some time to find the man and inform him of his sudden good fortune. From what she’d gathered, Mr. Fenning—now the new Lord Ilsworth—had been discovered deep in his cups in a Parisian brothel.

That should have been the first clue to his dissolute nature, but she had been naïve back then. Barely eighteen, she’d lived a relatively charmed and sheltered life. Born into wealth and privilege, she’d also been an only child who’d been doted on by her loving parents. She couldn’t recall a single day of her life that had been touched by adversity until her entire world had crashed around her when she received the news that a horrid accident had taken both parents from her in an instant.

Overwhelmed with grief, she’d barely taken note of her cousin’s brief visit and awkwardly uttered condolences. What did she care for his discomfort when she was in pieces?

After only a few days at the Ilsworth family seat in Hampshire, the new marquess and her legal guardian had left her to her mourning, deciding he preferred to set up permanent residence in London rather than the country.

She’d been grateful at the time, needing the solitude and comforts of the home she’d grown up in to come to terms with her loss and the significant changes to her future. And it had seemed that Jasper had settled into his new role very well. The gossip pages, when she got around to reading them, often reported on the young marquess as a charming man about town. He attended all the fashionable balls and roues and was considered quite a catch in the marriage market, though he seemed to be in no hurry to wed. 

Recently, however, she’d started to receive contradictory and troubling reports. Not from the society pages, which continued to sing Jasper’s praises, but from Ilsworth tenants who reluctantly reached out to her because they could get no response from the marquess. Tenants who’d had their rents raised but who still hadn’t seen evidence of the improvements and repairs they’d been promised. 

When she’d followed up with the estate manager, the loyal man hadn’t wanted to tell her anything at first. But she’d persisted until she’d discovered that the Ilsworth coffers had nearly been bled dry. In less than two years, Jasper had managed to drain the family’s significant wealth. Not only had he spent unbelievable amounts on fine clothing, Thoroughbred horses, a newly built London residence, and other exorbitant luxuries, an obscene amount of his inheritance had been frittered away in gambling hells and brothels of all sorts. The man enjoyed his debauchery as much as he liked to play the upstanding lord, and the extreme strain of his personal extravagances was starting to show in the decline of the Ilsworth properties and holdings while the creditors he owed in London were starting to make more and more threatening demands. 

Shocked and angry, she’d immediately written to her cousin, demanding he take responsibility for his recklessness and put a stop to his unnecessary spending so the good name of their family wouldn’t be destroyed along with his inheritance.

His response had been to show up in Surry with a special license and declare that she was to marry him and hand over the fortune which had been set aside for her future husband. 

Utterly unacceptable. She would not be used in such a way. Not when he’d sneered at her objections and insisted she do her duty, while making it very clear that her dowry would only be used to fund more dissolution and self-indulgence. 

And when she made her objection known, he’d struck her to the floor then locked her in her bedroom to await the officiate who was due to marry them the next day.

He obviously hadn’t considered she might heft herself over the balcony railing, leap to the branches of a nearby tree, and scurry through the garden in the middle of the night.

She might never have thought herself capable of such a feat either, but desperation bred a particular kind of courage in Lady Elvina Fowler and she’d never been more desperate than she was to escape the fate her guardian intended for her.

After walking for hours across the countryside under a moonless sky, convinced that every sound was an indication that her flight had been discovered, she’d finally reached the nearby village in the foggy hour before dawn. The first part of her impulsive escape had been accomplished but she was far from free just yet. 

She needed to get to London, where she hoped to take refuge with her mother’s longtime friend, Lady Gilchrist, until she could determine a proper course of action.

From what she knew of Jasper’s habits, the man would likely be abed until midday, which gave her a head start of several hours, but it wasn’t nearly enough. On a fast horse, he could catch up to her easily.

She had to continue her journey as quickly as possible.

Unfortunately, not a single traveler had arrived at the inn in the last hour. Everyone she’d encountered so far had been local farmers on their way to market or villagers stopping in for breakfast before starting their day. And none of them had been willing to take her to the next village, let alone all the way to London.

What if she failed to find anyone willing to help her? She could be stuck here all day. If Jasper found her... 

As soon as the desperate thoughts started to crowd her mind, she shut them down.

She wouldn’t give up so easily. She’d only just begun.  

The sound of carriage wheels on cobblestone drew her attention back to the window just as an elegant private carriage rolled to a stop in the small courtyard. It was painted a bold green and black and the crest on the door looked slightly familiar, though she couldn’t quite place it. 

Holding her breath, she stared intently through the murky dawn as the carriage door opened before the liveried groom even had a chance to assist. A gentleman wearing a greatcoat and top hat emerged, stepping to the cobblestone in swift, efficient movements. He paused briefly to look around—first one way, then the other—as though assessing his surroundings. Then he said something aside to the groom before giving a short laugh and clapping the man on the back. 

Elvina had never seen a gentleman act in such a way toward a servant—with such a familiar manner. And his stride, as he headed toward the door of the inn, was far too long and easy to be that of a true gentleman. Where were the stiff, straight shoulders? The measured steps? The arrogant head tilt?

The newcomer sauntered into the common room with the same bold nonchalance she’d witnessed through the window. More than curiosity and her pressing incentive to find someone willing to take her to London had her studying the gentleman rather intently. She couldn’t help but sense something strangely...strange about him.

He was young—mid-twenties, she’d guess, which was still a number of years older than her own twenty years—and unexpectedly handsome in a careless sort of way with caramel-colored hair that fell in a haphazard fashion over a sturdy brow. His jaw was strong and square and he possessed deep-set eyes beneath slashing brows that angled slightly upward toward his temples. Beneath his black greatcoat, his eveningwear denoted wealth and refinement and was unexpectedly formal. 

Despite the early morning hour, it was obvious that he’d left an important party of some sort when he’d begun his journey. That he hadn’t taken the time to change into something more appropriate for travel suggested he might be in a bit of a hurry. 

When he paused in the entryway to remove his hat and scan the room just as he had the courtyard outside, Elvina got the impression he saw far more than most with that single sweeping glance. There was an odd sort of calculation in the otherwise careless action. As though he were instantly assessing everyone in the room. Despite his oddly casual demeanor, his gaze was that of a man who held total dominion over himself and his world. A man who answered to no one but himself. A king. A czar.

And just when she believed she’d passed beneath his notice, his gaze flickered sharply back to where she sat alone by the window.

A chill slid down her spine and she tensed before remembering she was safely concealed by her cloak. There was no way he could see her face as shadowed as it was beneath her hood and she kept her head turned slightly away from him so he wouldn’t guess she was watching him. Yet, she felt as though he saw right through her facade—that he saw through everything.

Then he glanced away with a smirk curling one corner of his mouth.

She was tempted to be insulted by the man’s reaction until she realized the futility of it. What did she care what the stranger thought of her cloaked and solitary form?

Yet, with a covert gaze, she continued to watch him as he turned toward an empty table not far from her own. Striding through the room, he seemed to both ignore and take note of every person he passed. Anyone he happened to make eye contact with quickly lowered their gaze or turned their attention elsewhere. Without saying a word or doing anything overt at all, he seemed to have taken command of the entire room. 

Reaching the empty table, he tossed his hat to its surface and lowered himself to the chair tucked into the corner where he had a full view of the room. Within seconds, a buxom barmaid nearly tripped over herself to reach his side. 

“Good mornin’, sir, er, m’ lord?” The serving girl stammered her way through the greeting, obviously flustered by the man’s strange but distinct air of power. And his somewhat sculpted handsomeness, no doubt.

The gentleman gave a teeth-flashing grin as he leaned toward her to murmur something that had her blushing furiously as she glanced around in a furtive manner. 

Elvina rolled her eyes. Though she’d never had a debut, one didn’t need to be out in society to have heard of men like him. A rake. Unconscionable, obviously.

Making a clear effort to collect herself, the serving woman noted in a flirty tone, “Can I fetch ye something to break yer fast? We’ve a hearty sausage pie if you’ve a good appetite.”

Another flash of teeth. “I do love warm pie.”

He kept his voice low and the tone was sort of smoky and dark. For some reason, his reply caused the maid to giggle furiously behind her hand. 

Elvina couldn’t comprehend what was so amusing, but her curiosity was sharply piqued by the odd intonation of the man’s speech. He did not speak like a member of the peerage. In fact, he sounded a lot like one of their old grooms who’d grown up in London’s rough East End. Certainly not how she’d expect a man to sound when he dressed with such sophistication and traveled in a liveried and crested carriage. 

How odd. 

Doing her best not to appear to be eavesdropping, she had to strain her ears as the barmaid lowered her voice to a rather intimate, hopeful tone, “And will ye be stayin’ with us a while?”

“Afraid not, luv. I’ve got to be getting back to London and just stopped in for fresh horses and the pleasure of a hot meal.”

Elvina failed to hear the maid’s reply as her heart started thundering in her ears.

Was this her opportunity? This irreverent rogue?

Could she really consider putting herself in this man’s company for the remainder of her journey to London? He was an utter stranger who was clearly not at all what he appeared to be. 

But if she didn’t seize this chance, there was no guarantee she’d get another. And every minute mattered if she were to successfully evade Jasper until she determined a more permanent solution.

Maybe she wouldn’t have to endure the man’s company. Perhaps she could convince him to let her purchase the use of his carriage, leaving him behind to continue some other way?

As soon as the maid sauntered away from the gentleman’s table with a deep swing of her generous hips and a coy glance back over her shoulder, Elvina stood. Giving a tug on the hood of her cloak to ensure it stayed in place, she stepped forward in a focused stride. A stride that threatened to falter when the gentleman casually tilted his head to watch her approach with those intent and piercing eyes. 

She suddenly felt utterly conspicuous. Naked and vulnerable despite her voluminous cover. Some urging inside her screamed to stop. To turn back and consider another option. But Elvina was nothing if not determined and she forcefully ignored the warning. 

“Good morning,” she said courteously as she reached the gentleman’s table.

He leaned back in his chair and crossed an ankle over the opposite knee as he looked up at her with a smirk of arrogant amusement. 

“That didn’t take long.” The tone was insolent.

Elvina lifted her chin to an imperious angle, though much of the effect was likely ruined by her concealing hood. “I beg your pardon?” 

“Ye’ve been staring at me since I walked through the doors.” His lips curled. “Did ye think I wouldn’t notice?”

She ignored the way his overbold gaze and arrogant tone made her want to slap the taunting smirk from his handsome face. “I’ve a proposition for you,” she noted coolly.

His grin widened as he splayed his hands atop hard muscled thighs. “Of course ye do. State yer business, luv. I ain’t got all day.”

Put off by his brusque and crude demeanor, Elvina straightened her spine and narrowed her gaze. Just because her current circumstances required this man’s assistance didn’t mean she had to sacrifice her dignity by accepting his utter lack of manners. “May I sit?”

A brow arched over his deep-set eyes, which she could now see were a dark gray color, not unlike unpolished antique pewter. Then he gave a short laugh and a dismissive wave of his hand as he used a booted foot to kick a chair out from under the table. “Suit yerself, princess.”

She had to clench her teeth to stop herself from taking issue with his mocking attitude, but as she lowered herself into the chair, the odious man actually chuckled. 

What in hell did he find so amusing?

“Look,” she began haughtily, “I know you’re traveling to London and intend to continue on after your breakfast. I am also heading to town, but find myself without a way to get there. I—”

“A mail coach should be along soon enough.”

She ground her teeth at the interruption but forced herself to reply. “The mail coach won’t pass by until this afternoon. I cannot wait.”

One slashing brow twitched upward. “Why?”

“The reason for my haste is my business.”

“And what’ll I get fer the trouble of taking on unwanted company?”

“I’d actually prefer to purchase the sole use of your carriage.”

His laugh then was brusque and humorless. “Not a chance.”

Elvina tensed. Faced with the option of having to wait hours for the mail coach or continuing her journey this morning—with this man—she truly had no choice. She just didn’t like it very much.

“Fine,” she retorted. “As an additional passenger, then. I’ll pay you. Handsomely,” she added, thinking of the near fortune in jewelry she’d managed to stash on her person before leaping from her bedroom terrace.

He spread his arms and flashed a grin. “Do I look like I need blunt?”

He didn’t. Now that she was closer, she could see exactly how fine his attire was—made of the best materials with expert stitching. He clearly had his share of wealth if not refinement. Yet, as she looked into his eyes, she sensed something there. Something acquisitive and calculating. Almost...predatory.

A wolf in sheep’s clothing.

“No,” she answered, “but you do look like a man who wouldn’t turn down a worthy reward so easily earned.”

His lips curled in an interesting fashion, forming something that was more of a snarl than a smirk. Her stomach twisted uneasily at the sight and a strange prickling teased her nape. 

His words were low and weighted when he finally replied. “Very perceptive, princess. But I haven’t made up me mind yet if ye’re as easy as ye claim.”

Elvina tensed and lowered her chin. His tone was blatantly suggestive. Surely, he didn’t dare to think...

“I offer payment in jewels, sir,” she noted firmly. “Nothing more.”

With another chuckle, he leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table. His eyes were sharp and steely as he responded in a throaty whisper. “Don’t worry, luv. I don’t fuck no-one ’til they’re begging me fer it.”

His crude words caused a swift flare of alarm through her blood. Gasping despite her fierce desire to appear in control and unperturbed by this man, Elvina had to force herself not to flee his presence right then and there. Gentlemen simply didn’t speak that way in the company of ladies. It was unsettling in the most intimate way but she couldn’t decide if it was triggered by shock or fear or something else she couldn’t quite name.

Be brave. You can do this. You have to do this.

“Then this remains a very simple transaction,” she noted firmly. “I provide payment. You take me to London.” 

His gray eyes flickered. 

There was a long pause. A heavy sigh. Then he leaned back again in his chair and offered a smile. “No.”

Elvina opened her mouth to argue, but her words were stopped short by the sound of the inn door opening and multiple pairs of boots stomping across the worn wood floor. She turned to see three men standing at the entrance to the common room. Pure panic hit her in the chest with the force of a cannonball.

She swiftly looked back to the table, her chin tucked and her hands twisting in her lap.

He’d come for her! 

Not Jasper specifically since he’d never do for himself what he could have someone do for him. But she easily recognized the men as his personal guard. Another one of his extravagant expenses.

How had her absence been discovered so quickly?

Any minute now they could spy her across the room and force her to return with them.

She couldn’t allow it.

Her frantic gaze darted to the man seated across from her. Despite obviously having noticed her distress at the new arrivals, his expression was one of dispassionate curiosity.

He had no intention of helping her.

She had to change his mind.

Reaching into the hidden pocket of her gown, she withdrew a priceless broach and set it in the center of the table.

“Get me out of here,” she demanded in a low whisper. “Now.”

Elvina held her breath as his pewter eyes spared just a flickering glance at the gleaming ruby surrounded by an array of tiny diamonds set in gold filigree. 

And then it was too late. 

She’d been so focused on the man across from her, she’d failed to notice her guardian’s men approaching their table. All of a sudden, their large forms were there, looming over her. Her heart dropped and her stomach twisted. 

“’Ello, mates,” the man across from her drawled, a total lack of concern in his voice. 

Before the guardsmen could reply, the one closest to her companion suddenly flipped from his feet to his back, landing hard on the floor with a loud crack, as though his legs had been swept from under him. She barely managed to register what was happening before the stranger stood and the second guard fell back against the table behind him, propelled by a fist to the face so swift and powerful she barely saw the punch executed. The last guard managed to swing a meaty fist toward his opponent, but it never connected. A sharp jab to the stomach had him doubling over before an elbow to the back sent him face-first to the floor.

It all happened in the blink of an eye while Elvina sat frozen in shock. 

As the guards groaned in pain, one of them struggling to drag himself off the floor, the stranger swept his top hat onto his head and held a hand to her. 

“Right then. Let’s go.”

Still totally stunned, she glanced to the broach, but it was gone. She’d never even seen him reach for it. 

“Now,” he said as he sent a knee into the ribs of the guard who’d nearly reached his feet, which sent the man tumbling back onto the other two.

She placed her white kid-gloved hand into his black leather-clad one and he roughly tugged her from her chair. His grip was strong as he took off toward a narrow hall at the back of the room. Lifting her skirts, she rushed to keep up with his long stride. 

Dashing through the kitchen, he flashed a grin to the serving maid who stared at their sudden passing with wide eyes. “Change of plans, luv.” He tossed a small sack of coins into her hand. “Anything ye can do to slow the brutes down would be appreciated,” he noted with a wink before striding to the back door of the kitchen, pulling Elvina along behind.
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Chapter Two
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Max held tight to the cloaked woman’s hand, keeping her close behind him. He knew a thing or two about evasion and haste was the first requirement in a successful getaway, especially when stuck in the middle of the open countryside without any twisting alleys or tight warrens to get lost in. He could only hope there’d been enough time to get fresh horses hitched to the carriage. But if not, he’d figure something out. The ruby broach in his pocket ensured it.

If there was one true thing that could be said about Max Owen, it was that he honored his deals. And if there was more where this ruby came from, he was going to earn a significant purse for a task far easier than most he took on.

Skirting around the outside of the inn, he paused before darting across the courtyard to the stables. Seeing no one about, he continued forward in long strides. The high-stepping lady gave a soft grunt of protest he ignored. She’d have to get used to a little rough handling.

Max was no soft-handed toff. 

Ducking into the dim-lit stables, he spied George, his brother’s driver, sitting on a barrel in the corner. 

“Oy,” he called out in a low tone. “Time to go.”

The driver leapt to his feet. “Right away, sir.”

“All’s ready?” 

“Aye.”

A distant bang sounded from the inn. Max hoped it was the delay he’d paid for. “We’re in a hurry,” he noted drily.

“This way,” George replied.

They exited to the rear of the stables where the carriage was waiting. 

Giving a quick nod to Jack, the groom, who was adjusting one of the horse’s harnesses, Max opened the carriage door. When the small woman beside him didn’t immediately climb into the vehicle, he ordered, “In ye go, princess.”

“But the steps—” 

With a grunt of annoyance, he grasped her around the waist and hefted her up and into the carriage. She gave a squeak of surprise followed by a short huff, but she didn’t fight him. After a few quick words to George, who’d already taken his spot on the perch, Max leapt into the vehicle and took a seat on the front-facing bench, which happened to be already occupied.

The lady snatched back her skirts to keep him from sitting on them as she scooted over to make room. “It’s customary for a gentleman to sit facing backward,” she snipped, “allowing the lady to claim the front-facing position.”

Max laughed and settled more fully into his seat as the carriage turned out of the courtyard onto the lane.

“Not a chance, luv. I don’t like traveling backwards.”

“Well, neither do I,” she retorted.

“Then this journey’s going to get real cozy, real quick,” he replied. 

There was just a moment before she gave another huff and shifted to the opposite seat. She mumbled something under her breath, and though he didn’t quite catch it, he could guess the sentiment. The lady was miffed.

His chuckle died in his throat as her hood happened to slip back when she repositioned herself across from him, revealing a halo of honey-gold curls surrounding a face of angelic perfection. She was young with a smooth, unblemished complexion and soft, gentian-blue eyes framed by thick sooty lashes. Elegant cheekbones angled toward a straight little nose above a pouty mouth with a lush bottom lip that curled with just the slightest suggestion of naughtiness at the outer corners.

She was fucking perfection.

Issuing a sharp whistle through his teeth, he noted bluntly, “Ain’t ye a stunner. Why in hell would ye hide such a face?”

Her gaze narrowed as she tilted her head to a haughty angle. “Maybe to avoid impolite reactions such as you just displayed. I can’t say I’ve ever encountered a gentleman with less chivalry,” she added beneath her breath as she tugged the hood back into place. 

“Chivalry?” Max snorted, forcing himself to ignore the sharp stab of chagrin at the concealment of such beauty. “What good would that’ve done ye tonight? Be grateful I’m not a proper gent, luv. Otherwise, ye’d be knee-deep in whatever shite ye’re so bloody desperate to avoid.”

“You’re detestable,” she muttered vehemently. 

As the carriage fled swiftly along the bumpy country lane, Max leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs. His hard eyes peered into the shadows of her hood as he tugged at the fingertips of his leather gloves to remove them. The woman’s breath caught but she stiffened her spine to an even more imperious posture. 

He smiled. Slowly. “Don’t forget, ye approached me.”

“Clearly, a moment of insanity.”

He laughed. “From what I understand, a chivalrous bloke wouldn’t’ve been so quick to escort an unchaperoned female. Some ridiculous notion about protecting the lady’s honor.”

She stiffened sharply. “You believe a lady’s honor to be ridiculous?”

Max chuckled as he tossed his gloves to the bench beside him and leaned back against the thick cushions. “That’s not what I said.”

He didn’t bother to elaborate. Instead, he openly assessed the cloaked female across from him. 

She was small—perhaps just a touch over five feet. Her cloak was of the finest velvet and the pink silk of her gown could be seen where the cloak gapped at the hem. She was definitely a member of that highest class of British aristocracy known as the haute ton. Even if her wealth hadn’t been obvious in her clothing and the fat ruby she’d plopped onto the table as if it were a loaf of bread, he’d have known she was one of those elite members of the peerage by her refined speech and the undeniable entitlement in her voice and manner. 

The woman fully expected people to do her bidding. Without question.

Which was why he’d refused her request. He’d wanted to see what she’d do—how far she’d go. That, and he had no desire for a traveling companion, least of all some high-stepping lord’s spoiled rotten daughter.

The ruby had changed his mind on that, though he stuck to his original assessment of the female’s character.

As she scooted across the bench to gaze intently out the window, he admitted that even though he’d told himself her situation was none of his business, he was intrigued by her plight.

What was she running from? 

And most importantly, how might he exploit her obvious desperation?

Only an idiot would pass up an opportunity such as this one, and Max was no one’s fool. 

Born in the slums of Whitechapel to a prostitute who lost her life to one of the great risks inherent to her occupation, he became an orphan while still a babe. His childhood had been defined by the years spent in three different orphanages—each worse than the last. At eleven, he’d finally escaped to roam the streets of London’s East End, eventually making his way westward to St. Giles, where he’d claimed his place amongst a gang of street rats that quickly came to be a family. A family he guarded with his life, along with the rest of his neighborhood.

A family he’d been away from long enough.

Leaving town for even just a few days to celebrate his half sister Caillie’s seventeenth birthday was a known risk considering the rumors that had been swirling about St. Giles in recent months. But he hadn’t wanted to disappoint the young hoyden.

Six years ago, when he’d first learned that he had three half brothers and a half sister, Max hadn’t expected much to come of the association. Shite, half the children in the orphanages had been by-blows of lords and such who liked their whores cheap and easy. That his own father had been an earl hadn’t come as a great shock.

What had surprised him, however, was the fact that his oldest brother, who’d become the Earl of Wright upon their common sire’s death, expected to bring all his father’s bastards together into some sort of motley family. 

Max had been convinced the man was out of his head, but damn if Wright hadn’t succeeded to some extent since Max had just come from attending a formal gathering at the Wright estate with all of his siblings in attendance along with their respective brides and offspring. A mighty feat considering the clear disparities in the siblings’ lifestyles. Amongst them was an earl, a gambling hell owner, a Welsh sheep farmer, a crime lord of St. Giles and the East End, and a young girl who would be making her debut into England’s high society in just a year.

A more disparate family couldn’t be found. 

In the beginning, Max had thought it a lark to dress the part of a wealthy lord’s bastard, polish his speech a bit, and attend some of the family gatherings with an eye always open to any opportunities that might arise which he could exploit to his benefit.

But in the last six years, he’d developed a loyalty to his siblings that wasn’t unlike that which he held for his first family. And that meant he’d do whatever necessary to protect them, even if it was from himself and the life he’d created in St. Giles. None of them would ever understand the things he had to do on a daily basis to survive the world he’d been born into. And he wouldn’t want them to. Just as he could never allow his adversaries—or his allies—to know anything of his connections beyond the rookery. 

The two worlds had to remain separate. 

And right now, the troubles brewing back home in St. Giles commanded his attention. But he hadn’t gotten to where he was now by ignoring unexpected opportunities. Quite the opposite. He’d discovered a knack in himself early on for being able to see the potential for gold when others saw tarnished brass. So, when priceless jewels in antique filigree were literally tossed at him, it seemed a sure sign of good things to come.

Even if they were in the form of a pampered female on the run from who in hell knows what. 

As though sensing the direction of his thoughts, the woman across from him leaned closer to the window, angling her gaze as though trying to see the road behind them.

“No one’s following,” he assured. “Not yet.”

Her spine visibly stiffened. “But they will,” she noted quietly. Confidently.

There was no fear in her voice. It was more like impatience with a healthy dose of that desperation she’d displayed earlier. Along with something else...

“Who are they?”

The hood of her cloak slid back a bit. Just enough for him to glimpse a pert little chin.

“Nobody.”

Defiance. That’s what he heard in her tone.

Max had always appreciated a good rebellious streak.

“And who’re ye?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Nobody.”

His laugh was genuine as he adjusted himself to sit more comfortably on the lush seat, resting his ankle atop the opposite knee as he spread his arms across the top edge of the backrest.

“A nobody in silk and velvet who tosses rubies at strangers.” He gave a dismissive gesture with his hands. “If that’s how ye wanna play it, princess, fine by me.”

“Don’t call me that,” she snapped. 

He peered into the shadow of her hood. “Then give me something else to call ye.”

A stubborn silence followed his words. And though he couldn’t look into her eyes, he knew she was staring intently back at him. He felt it. In tiny pinpricks of sensation across his skin and a tingling breath on his nape. She was assessing him, just as he’d assessed her. 

She’d done it earlier at the inn and he’d experienced the same acute reaction. A tickling awareness along his nerves. A sharp icy point of forewarning in the centers of his palms. 

Such warning signs often indicated inevitable danger. In his youth, he’d rebelliously ignored the intuitive signals and more than not had ended up in some life-threatening peril. But he couldn’t afford to allow such warnings to hinder him. Danger and risk were inherent to his life. If he allowed himself to be scared off so easily, he’d never have gotten to where he is now.

So, he’d learned to use the flashes of intuition to his benefit. And if he managed to manipulate the situation properly, he always ended up with a reward that was more than worthy of the risk. 

That the woman seated across from him had managed to detect that about him in her first glance was...unfortunate, since it weakened his advantage. But not by much and sure as hell not enough to deter him from a profitable purse. 

Not much was.

As the silence lengthened and their mutual staring continued, he was surprised to find himself wondering what she might be seeing as she gazed silently through the darkness.

#
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SHE’D SPENT BARELY fifteen minutes in this man’s company and she already absolutely abhorred that smirk of his. 

Her childhood might have been rather sheltered having spent nearly her entire life in the country, but she wasn’t a simpleton. If his smirk was infuriating, his intense, penetrating gaze was downright offensive. No gentleman would speak to a lady as he did and certainly wouldn’t stare in such an unabashedly brazen manner. Despite his fine attire and fancy carriage, he was nothing but a scoundrel.

And scoundrels weren’t to be trusted.

“We’re on this journey together now, luv, ye may as well give me a name.” 

She hated how his voice made her belly tremble. It was annoyingly textured. Rough and smooth at the same time. How was that even possible? 

By the twist of his lips, she had no doubt he called her luv instead of princess only because he suspected it would irritate her more.

He was right.

Fine, then. But she wasn’t about to give him her true name. 

After a moment, she answered with a nickname her mother had used for her when she’d been very young. “You may call me Elle.” 

His smirk curled higher. “The letter?”

Her back teeth clenched. “No,” she bit out sharply, suddenly regretting her choice in pseudonym. “It’s French.”

“She, then?” he noted with another twist of his lips.

Apparently, the cad knew a bit of French. And once again, he was laughing at her.

“And what should I call you?” she retorted. “Lord Wright?”

He gave the tiniest flinch at her words, telling her she’d been right when she’d gotten close enough to the carriage to identify the crest on the door as belonging to the Earl of Wright. She didn’t know his lordship personally, but memorizing Debrett’s had been a requirement of her education. Besides that, the Wright name was rather renowned. Not only for the wealth and power associated with it, but because of the Wright family scandal which had come to light a number of years ago. 

His chin lowered and a strange hardness entered his gaze. “Me name’s Max Owen.”

“Max? Short for Maxwell?” she asked, curling the corner of her mouth into a smirk of her own.  “No. Maximillian. No, wait. It must be Maximus,” she concluded dramatically. And just when she thought she might have succeeded in annoying him as he annoyed her, he flashed another devastating grin. 

“Just Max,” he corrected, his voice low and oddly intimate in the close confines of the carriage.

Something unsettling swirled through her blood, setting her on edge once again.

Damn him. 

“Not the earl, then,” she noted with an exaggerated sigh of disappointment. She’d never once thought he could be. The earl was at least a decade older than this man and though she’d never met him, he was well known for his staid gentlemanly manner. “What a shame.”

Instead of irritating him as she’d intended, her words inspired a smoky laugh that drifted annoyingly over her nerves, lifting the fine hairs on her nape. 

“How exactly did you come to be traveling in the Earl of Wright’s carriage?” she challenged. “Did you steal it?”

That curl at the corner of his lips was becoming quite infuriating. Did nothing faze him?

“Didn’t have to,” he answered easily.

“The earl just generously offered the use of his carriage to an East End brigand posing as a gentleman?”

Rather than insulting him, her observation only made his grin wider. “Ye heard the cockney on me tongue, then.”

He intentionally thickened the accent, and for some odd and twisted reason, the rougher speech in his smoky tone made her skin prickle with sensation. 

“You don’t deny being a scoundrel?”

He shrugged. “Why bother?”

“Does the noble Lord Wright know your fine clothing is nothing more than a disguise?”

His expression darkened curiously for just a moment. It was just a flash really. Barely noticeable before amusement returned to his gaze. “The earl knows what I want him to know.”

“Why so cryptic?” she pressed.

“I’ve me reasons.”

For some reason, his answer made the fine hairs on her nape stand up. But then he grinned with roguish charm. “The Earl of Wright’s me brother.”

Elle snorted in firm disbelief. “Of course he is.”

Though his laughter at her obvious skepticism was rich and throaty, a sharp edge entered in his voice when he replied, “Be grateful I’m not the earl. If I was, ye’d’ve been handed over to those men without a second thought. Surely, ye know Wright’s sterling reputation for doing what’s right. Always.”

“You assume helping me isn’t doing what’s right.”

“I know it ain’t,” he replied in a gravelly murmur that made her toes tingle in the oddest manner. “Ye’re trouble, princess, in every bloody sense of the word.”

She chose to ignore his insistence on the infuriating moniker to ask, “Then why did you agree to help me?”

His smile then was not a smirk nor a grin. It was a slow, suggestive flash of white wolfish teeth. “I happen to like trouble.” His voice was low and dark and sent shivers down her spine. “And I like fine gems even more.”
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Chapter Three
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After uttering his provocative comments, the infuriating man gave another brief chuckle then rested his head against the thick-cushioned backrest and closed his eyes. The remainder of the morning passed in silence while the scenery slid past the carriage windows in a steady blur.

Despite her determination not to be curious about the man, Elle couldn’t keep herself from staring at him from the shadows of her hood. There was something undeniably uncertain about Max Owen. His thin façade of sophistication obviously did nothing to conceal the knave beneath, but she suspected she still hadn’t even scratched the surface of his true self.

She certainly had her reservations regarding the man’s character, but she could only hope he proved to be a step above her licentious guardian. She knew exactly what fate awaited her should Jasper’s guards manage to capture and return her to her cousin’s hands.

It was a fate she intended to avoid at all costs. ​

And if she had to put her momentary trust in a shameless cad who appeared to have not an ounce of honor...well, at least she was heading toward London and her cousin’s guards had been properly thwarted. For now, anyway. 

As her body relaxed into the rhythmic swaying of the carriage, the physical and mental exertion of her escape and a full night without a moment of rest finally took their toll. She was asleep before she even knew it only to be slammed back into consciousness in a disorienting rush as the carriage came to a rocking stop.

She blinked rapidly to clear the sleepy haze from her vision as Max leaned forward to open the carriage door. She was still reorienting herself when he vaulted to the ground.

“Come.”

She didn’t move from her seat. “Where are we? Why have we stopped?”

How long had she been asleep?

Bracing his forearm on the top edge of the door, he leaned into the carriage. “We’re in need of a change of horses and a hot meal.”

“Unacceptable,” she asserted with a shake of her head. “We need to keep going.”

He peered back at her, and for a second, she thought she’d made him angry with her demanding tone. His stare was so sharply penetrating she just barely managed to keep from squirming in her seat. When he finally spoke, his tone was as hard and unwavering as his gaze. “Listen, princess, if ye want me help, ye take it as it’s given. We’ve run the horses hard this morning. And in case ye forgot, ye kept me from me breakfast and I’m bloody starving.”

She stubbornly ignored the roll of hunger his words inspired. She hadn’t eaten since supper, which had been sent up to her room last night, and then only a few bites due to her distress.

But she couldn’t forget that Jasper’s men could be gaining on them even now.

“If there’s any trouble, I’ll handle it,” Max said as though reading her mind. “But right now, I need vittles. There’s also the small matter of having to negotiate payment fer yer passage to London.”

“My passage?” she asked, stiffening. “But the broach—”

“The ruby was offered with the request to get ye free of the inn. Which I did. London was never part of that deal.”

Shock blasted through her followed quickly by fury. “You cad! The value of that jewel is worth ten times a journey to London.”

He shrugged. “Ye should’ve thought of that before ye tossed it onto the table.”

She stared at him in stark disbelief. “You would actually strand me here? In the middle of nowhere?”

“Not nowhere,” he mused as he glanced around. “I reckon we’re somewhere in south Surrey.” 

“Well, that’s reassuring,” she muttered sarcastically.

A slow smirk twisted his lips. “Don’t worry, luv. Ye’ll pay me to take ye to London. The only question is how much.”

He was right. She had no other choice. He’d made sure of it.

Damn him!

She didn’t think she’d ever been so angry with anyone in her life as she was in that moment. 

With a low, guttural sound, she lunged forward, flattening her hand to his chest to shove him out of the way so she could exit the vehicle. But her anger-fueled momentum barely budged him. Which made her even angrier.

“Move!”

The grin he flashed then was full of amusement. And since she’d already shifted her weight forward in anticipation of exiting the carriage, it was far too close. The whole man was far too close. And her hand still pressed firmly to the broad, rock-hard surface of his chest.

“A touch of civility goes a long way, princess.”

Having had such indulgent parents, she knew very well how to get what she wanted with charm and pretty wiles. But for some reason, such tactics had been frustratingly out of reach since her first words to this man. He got right under her skin and it was all she could not to unleash her full temper.

“I should be more civil?” she shouted. “Me? You’re the conscienceless brigand pretending to be a lord.”

His body visibly tensed and his expression turned sharply menacing. She had no idea a person’s demeanor could change so starkly and so swiftly. 

“I don’t pretend to be nothing but what I am,” he growled. 

Elle was suspended in a moment of frightening uneasiness.

She wanted to be furious. She was furious. 

It didn’t matter that he’d gotten her away from Jasper’s men and ensured they wouldn’t easily regain pursuit. He’d done it under false pretenses, forcing her into a position of vulnerability she did not appreciate in the slightest bit. Her fury was entirely justified.

But it paled in comparison to the jolt of sudden trepidation that gripped her at the complete change in his manner.

His voice vibrated low in her belly and his gaze felt like icy fingertips drifting over her skin. She had no idea what he was thinking or what he intended right then, but she was suddenly breathless to find out.

He might dress like a gentleman, talk in the cadence of the East End, and grin with a wolfish gleam in his eyes...but in that moment, she sensed something in him far more dangerous than anything she’d ever encountered.

Then he gave a short grunt-like sound in the back of his throat and pushed away from the door. Her hand fell to her lap.

“Since we both know ye’re coming in, I ain’t gonna waste any more time in argument. I’ll see ye inside.”

Without even waiting to assist her from the vehicle, he turned and sauntered away.

Elle took a deep breath, then let it out. 

She was going to follow him. Of course she was. She had to. And she’d likely pay whatever he requested to take her to London. 

She knew it. And he knew it.

The only obstacle was her damnable pride. She hated having to acknowledge how easily he’d gotten the best of her. 

“Miss.”

The gentle address came from the groom who’d taken position beside the door. He’d already lowered the steps and was extending a hand to help her disembark.

At least he knew how to treat a lady.

Scooting forward, she took the groom’s offered hand and stepped from the carriage to the gravel courtyard. From the corner of her eye, she saw Max talking with the driver some distance away near the stables. Ensuring her hood was pulled forward over her face, she started toward the inn’s wide front door with determined strides.

Mouthwatering scents swirled about in the well-lit inn, so it wasn’t entirely surprising to see that the dining room was packed full of patrons. Though Max had said he’d handle any trouble that might pop up—and she was inclined to believe him considering how quickly he’d dispatched of the guards that morning—she was still wary. When a quick look around revealed no sign of Jasper’s men, Elle breathed a sigh of relief.

She was quickly approached by a stout, grey-haired serving woman wearing a white lace cap that was slightly askew over her wiry curls and a harried expression. After casting an assessing glance over Elle’s elegant appearance, including the fine material of her cloak and gown, the woman managed to procure a small table for her in the corner of the room. Within less than ten minutes of her arrival, Elle was seated comfortably with a bowl of savory lamb stew and a tankard of ale in front of her.  

She had to admit a warm meal was decidedly welcome just now. And perhaps the ale would help to bolster her fortitude against her relentlessly trying travel companion. Reaching forward, she wrapped both hands around the tankard and slid it closer. Ale was not a drink generally considered appropriate for young ladies, but it was all they could offer. Raising the cup to her lips, she took a tentative sip. It was rich and bitter but also sweeter than she’d expected. After another couple sips, she decided she rather liked it. 

“Decided to be reasonable, I see.”

The smug satisfaction in Max’s voice, flowing quietly from right behind her, made her muscles tense. “I didn’t have much choice, did I?”

“No.” 

The air shifted around her, growing instantly heated as he grasped the back of her chair and leaned forward. His dark whisper was slightly muffled by her hood but the textured tones still managed to lift the fine hairs on her nape. “It was yer decision to put yerself in me capable hands, princess, which means ye need to trust me to know what’s best.”

The tingling at her nape spread down her spine and all the way to her toes. 

“Trust you?” she muttered quietly, her tongue oddly heavy in her mouth. “A frightening concept.”

“Mmm.” 

He straightened after the noncommittal reply and stepped to the side just as the serving woman returned to the table.

“What can I get ye?” she asked without preamble.

With her body still humming, Elle watched as Max flashed the harried older woman a rakish smile. “’Ello, dove. I’d love me a bottle of the best gin ye’ve got stashed away and another hearty helping of whatever the lady’s having.” 

Something that might have been a smile twitched at the serving woman’s pursed mouth as she gave a quick bob of her head. Once she stepped away again, Max lowered himself into the other empty chair at the table. Leaning back, he crossed an ankle over the opposite knee before sweeping a glance over the crowded room. Again, she noted how his pewter gaze was both swiftly assessing and coldly challenging at the same time and how it made her shiver when it returned to settle back on her.

“I was hoping to enjoy a nice solitary meal,” she noted sharply, trying to reclaim her usual self-possession.

He flashed his teeth, utterly unconcerned with her flash of animosity. “None doing, luv.” He lowered his chin. “Considering yer lack of caution and awareness, I reckon I’ll be needing to keep a close watch on ye, if I expect to get ye to London safely.”
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