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      Everything in Regina’s life had always gone according to plan. She’d been born on March fourteenth, exactly as the physician and midwife had predicted. Since then, her sole purpose had been to become an accomplished lady. She’d been educated in a manner befitting the daughter of a British peer. And so, it was not surprising that she could play the pianoforte, embroider monograms on handkerchiefs, converse in French, and dance as if floating on air.

      Her life was as it should be, as it had been designed to be, and she had no illusions about the duty that would one day be required of her. As a female, she would have to make the best possible match. Love would not factor into this eventuality since her marriage would without doubt be one of convenience.

      Her parents had spent the last eighteen years preparing her for this. And yet her father, Charles Berkly, Earl of Hedgewick, still managed to surprise her when he interrupted tea one afternoon to inform her that she and the Marquess of Stokes were to be married.

      The very next day.

      By special license.

      Apprehensive and slightly dazed, Regina told herself that all would be well. Her father had made a magnificent match – one that would elevate not only her but her entire family. She trusted him to have her best interests at heart, so she did not think to protest the hasty union or to remind her father that she and Stokes had never met. Instead, she breathed a sigh of relief when he described the marquess as a handsome youth with a fondness for poetry and music. She imagined herself enjoying his company, of entertaining him in the evenings with music and song, and of giving him children as duty required. She convinced herself that in time, love would blossom between them and that they would be happy together.

      But when Stokes arrived that same evening for an introductory dinner, and was shown into the parlor by Plath, the butler, Regina realized that everything she’d imagined was but an illusion. Instead, she was expected to walk into hell and live there.

      The resolve required to maintain her composure as Stokes approached her, to drop into an elegant curtsey and not run screaming from the room, was extraordinarily difficult. Like sitting still while a swarm of bees tried to sting you. But she now understood why she’d never met the marquess before and why she had to marry him faster than she could blink. Most likely, her father hoped to complete the task before she realized she was marrying a child.

      Even though it was rather difficult not to notice such a thing, considering Stokes’s appearance. He had the typical rounded features of a young adolescent with a lanky body to match. Regina supposed he could be fifteen, if she were lucky, but rather feared he might be much younger than that. His face was regrettably covered in pimples of varying sizes, though this was the least problematic aspect since he would likely be rid of those within a few years. Of greater concern was his difficult gait, which suited an aging old man much better. And when he extended his hand to Regina, the stiff rigidity forcing his fingers to curl at odd angles was more than she could bear.

      With a gasp, she looked up, only to be met by pain in his eyes. The heartbeats thumping fast inside her slowed, easing a path toward sympathetic understanding. He did not want this marriage any more than she did.

      So Regina smiled. Not because she was pleased on either of their behalves, but because it was what Stokes deserved. However difficult this situation was for her, surely it must be worse for him, not only because he was so much younger but because he probably thought she would spurn him.

      “It is a pleasure to finally meet you, my lord,” she said as she placed her hand in his.

      Behind him, his parents, the Duke and Duchess of Windham, looked on with a mixture of hopefulness and concern.

      “The pleasure is entirely mine,” Stokes told her politely. He gave her hand a gentle pull and she let him create the appearance of helping her rise. “Perhaps the two of us can take a turn about the room together before we’re called in for dinner?”

      “I’d like that,” Regina said. She deliberately avoided looking over at her brother Marcus, whose glower she could feel as acutely as the heat emanating from the fireplace. He would undoubtedly have some choice words with their parents later, but for now, Regina believed the best policy would be to make the most of an already difficult situation.

      So she placed her hand lightly on the arm Stokes offered and forced her steps to match his as they moved toward the far end of the room.

      They reached the bay window looking out on the dusky garden and drew to a halt. Giving her a sideways glance, Stokes spoke in a low whisper. “I am sorry about all of this. When my parents told me of their intention to see me wed, I did my best to dissuade them. But Papa is determined to secure the lineage of his title and with the undeniable progression of my illness, he sees Hedgewick’s offer as the only hope of doing so.”

      His comment caused numerous issues to poke and prod at Regina’s mind, like how her father had apparently started all of this by approaching Windham. And the idea that she would have to lie with him tomorrow after the wedding.

      Forcing all her aversions to this aside, she chose to get to know this boy whose life must be unbearably difficult, and asked, “Do the physicians know what it is that ails you?”

      He inhaled deeply, as if this subject required additional strength. “They say it is primary asthenic gout.” He looked at her directly. “Incurable, by all accounts.”

      “I am sorry.” It was all she could think to say even though she knew it was not enough.

      “Apparently, it is rare in children, which makes me special according to some physicians.” He gave a low snort. “I must say I’ve never felt so myself.”

      Regina winced. The physicians were idiots if they believed that Stokes would find comfort in such a notion. “How long have you suffered like this?”

      “The symptoms began five years ago and have been progressing since.”

      Hoping he wouldn’t detect the pity she felt for him, she casually asked, “And how old are you now, if you do not mind my asking.”

      “Fourteen.” The edge of his mouth lifted and for a second she caught a glimpse of the fun-loving boy he might have been if he’d been granted good health. “It is the age of consent for a boy, provided his parents approve.”

      Regina nodded. The duke and duchess were hoping to marry him off as expediently as possible before he got worse and lost his chance completely.

      Determined to put a positive spin on the situation, Regina said, “You’re probably the most eligible bachelor I’ve ever met. A pity you’re going to be squandered on an old woman like me.”

      He grinned with what appeared to be genuine amusement. “I doubt there’s a woman in all of England as beautiful as you.”

      She nudged him slightly while giving him a sly smile. “Top points for charm and for not inquiring about my age.”

      Affecting a debonair look, he said, “No proper gentleman would ever think to do so.”

      “I am eighteen,” Regina confessed with a chuckle.

      “And entirely wasted on me.”

      Regret flickered in his eyes and Regina’s heart squeezed painfully in response. “Don’t say that. You and I—”

      “Have no hope of happiness.” His blunt statement, as obviously simple as it was, jarred Regina’s soul.

      “Don’t say that,” she whispered.

      “Why not?” He gave her a quizzical look. “It is the truth, when you think of it.” When she said nothing in response to this, he added, “My illness will not kill me for at least a couple of decades.”

      With a gulp, she met his gaze head on. “I should hope not.”

      “You say that now, but as I deteriorate with time, you will regret being my wife, just as much as I will regret ruining your life.”

      Regina stared at him and as she did so, it occurred to her that she had to find a way to save them both. Perhaps they could have the marriage annulled immediately after? It was an option, though not a very good one when she considered the vicar who would be conducting the ceremony. He ought not be able to do so unless she and Stokes gave their consent. And yet, it was becoming increasingly clear that they would be pronounced husband and wife no matter what they said or did. Their parents were powerful people. What chance did she and a child stand against their determined wills?

      Fear started to drip through Regina like freezing rain. “I’ll find a way out of this,” she assured him.

      He raised an eyebrow. “How?”

      “I don’t know.” Short of running away…

      Her nerves tightened in response to that thought. It went against the obligation instilled in her since childhood. It felt wrong and disobedient and…wonderfully freeing, all things considered.

      Swallowing, she glanced sideways. Assembled on the sofa and in the armchairs were their family members, all watching with syrupy smiles painted on their faces.

      Except for Marcus, who looked rather grim. His eyebrows were drawn together, one partially obscured by a dark blonde lock of hair. Jaw tight, he appeared to be holding a great deal of anger in check. If she were to flee, she would miss him the most, which was something she contemplated a great deal as the evening wore on.

      When the time eventually came for Stokes and his parents to depart, he stepped close enough to Regina so he could whisper next to her ear, “Time is running out.” He leaned back and gave her the sort of sad smile that quickened her pulse with the knowledge that only she had the power to act.

      “We shall see you again in the morning,” Lord Windham said as if they were preparing to start a joint venture together, which Regina supposed they were, in a way.

      Hedgewick smiled with the satisfaction of a lion who’d just caught a fat gazelle. “Eight o’clock sharp.” He smiled again and bowed toward Lady Windham. A few more parting words were spoken and then Stokes was helped down the front steps of Hedgewick House and into the awaiting carriage. The front door closed with a deep thud and Regina expelled a long breath.

      “Well,” Hedgewick said, turning about so he could regard his family. “That went rather splendidly I’d say.”

      “The Windhams are delightful people,” Louise said in support of her husband. “Very proper and most elegantly attired.”

      Marcus stared at them both as if they’d just performed a series of cartwheels. “Are you serious?” Apparently he’d decided the time had come to speak up. “That is all you have to say?”

      “What else is there?” Louise asked her son in that timid voice that had always been so comforting and soothing. Now it just sounded weak and devoid of character. Like tepid tea.

      “I don’t know,” Marcus clipped in an acrid tone that warned Regina of the argument to come. “How about the fact that you’re planning to foist Regina off on a decrepit child?”

      Hedgewick’s eyes darkened to storm cloud grey. “Your sister is going to be a duchess one day.”

      “At what cost?” Marcus asked. He swung around to face Regina. “You cannot go through with this. I won’t permit it.”

      “You. Won’t. Permit. It?” Hedgewick’s voice trembled while fine flecks of spittle flew from his mouth. His face had turned beet red. Leaning forward, he glared at his son. “Perhaps if you were head of this family you’d have a say in the matter. But you don’t.” He turned his attention on Regina whose skin began to prick in response to his anger. She’d never seen him like this. He’d always been loving and kind. “Everything has been arranged, so the wedding will proceed as planned.” Leaning back, he puffed out an agitated breath through his nose. “I suggest you get some sleep now so you can be well-rested and ready.”

      “Yes, Papa,” she obediently murmured while Marcus gave her a stupefied look of concern. Pretending to be agreeable seemed like the simplest option while coming to terms with the fact that not even her brother was able to sway her father’s decision.

      “I do not understand you,” Marcus told her moments later when both of their parents had retired. “You cannot seriously want this for yourself.”

      “Stokes isn’t so terrible.” She started up the stairs while Marcus trailed behind. “He and I will get along well with each other, I think.”

      “But he’s…I mean…how will you…” His words were blown away on a heavy sigh of frustration.

      “I have always known that I would marry for convenience. This isn’t much different than the women who have to marry men thrice their age.”

      “It’s different in the sense that Stokes might stay alive for some time yet.”

      “Good God,” Regina gasped as she halted halfway up the steps and glanced back at her brother. “I should certainly hope so.”

      Marcus lifted one shoulder. “Forgive me. That comment was in bad taste. I just wish you could marry the man of your choosing and not be a pawn in whatever it is Papa’s trying to achieve.”

      “You think there’s more to his wanting this marriage than social status alone?”

      “Considering how angered he was by my mere suggestion that you not go through with the wedding, I’d say so. But I cannot imagine what it might be.”

      Regina pondered this as she resumed her progress. When she reached her bedchamber, she paused. “I love you dearly, Marcus. You know that, right?”

      Tilting his head, he gave her an odd look. “Of course.”

      She forced a smile. “Good.” She pressed down the handle and opened the door. Telling her brother she might not be there by morning would be a mistake. He’d only want to help her escape and thus implicate himself in her disappearance, which was something she could not allow. Besides, she still wasn’t sure she’d go through with it.

      “I love you too,” he told her gently, and she was glad for the darkness because it stopped him from seeing the tears in her eyes. “Sleep well.”

      Echoing his parting words, she entered her bedchamber, closed the door and leaned against it. Could she really run away? Her parents would not expect it, which would make the task so much easier. This was a benefit to being the dutiful daughter, the proper young lady who never strayed from protocol and always behaved with decorum. She could simply walk out the front door and vanish.

      Glancing at the white lace gown hanging from a hook on the wall, Regina allowed the idea of running away to capture her imagination more fully. She’d worn the dress when she’d made her debut at the Coventry ball three months earlier. It had been altered slightly this afternoon by a maid tasked with turning it into her wedding dress. In Regina’s opinion, too much lace and silk netting had been added, but she supposed it would do. She stepped forward and touched the fabric, letting it slide between her fingers. The bonnet she would wear sat on her dressing table, with additional silk netting sewn onto the brim to create a frothy ruffle that descended toward the back where it fell away in a big voluminous tail.

      Regina allowed a sad chuckle. She would look like a cake in this.

      Her brow puckered even as she pulled the gown into her arms and pressed it against her chest. What would life be like for her if she married Stokes? It wasn’t as if she loved some other man. And yet, the realization that they wouldn’t dance with each other or ride together or enjoy the sort of active life that was meant for people their age was a blow. Instead, they would live like old people, imprisoned in some large manor somewhere.

      She laughed bitterly. What good would her title do her then? What solace would she find in having done her duty when even Stokes had made it clear that he had no desire to marry? Indeed his features had softened with gratitude when she’d said she would find a solution. But could she go through with it? She clutched her dress tighter. If she sought refuge with friends her father would find her. The inevitable would only be delayed. So where would she go?

      She pondered these questions for hours while pacing her bedchamber floor, until she was sure she must have worn out the sheen. Each question left her more indecisive and unsure than the last. At some point during the night, she’d put on her wedding gown and matching bonnet for no other purpose than to confirm how ridiculous she would look. She still wore it now as the darkness began to recede to the corners of her room. Dawn was breaking and she’d soon lose her chance to leave.

      Could she be brave and do the unexpected? Could she face the unknown alone?

      “I have to,” she murmured. It was time to put herself first for a change. Only then would she stand a chance of building the sort of future she wished for – a future she hadn’t even known she wanted until today. But the truth was that she dreamed of falling in love and of being loved in return. She longed for compatibility with a man strong and healthy enough to be her partner for life.

      Glancing at her cheval glass, she considered the woman reflected back and made her decision. “I have to save myself and Stokes from misery.”

      But first, she had to get changed.

      So she reached for the end of the ribbons that held her bonnet in place and prepared to give them a pull when the sound of an upstairs door closing caused her to pause. The servants were already rising. There wasn’t any more time.

      Giving a resolute nod, she abandoned the thought of putting on a more practical dress, eased her bedchamber door open and stopped to listen. The clock in the hall chimed five. Soon the maids would start cleaning the downstairs rooms.

      With this in mind, Regina stepped into the hallway and headed toward the stairs. Descending them on her tiptoes, she made her way into the foyer. No one was about yet. The front door was right there. Unguarded.

      Regina moved toward it, unbolted the lock, and opened the door to cool morning air. Mist sat low in the street, concealing most of the buildings. Heart pounding, she glanced back over her shoulder once before stepping outside, closing the door behind her, and breaking into a run.

      She wasn’t sure where she was going exactly, but she had to get out of Mayfair before someone saw her and forced her to go back home. The wrath she would face there would likely surpass what her father had shown toward Marcus last night.

      Turning onto Piccadilly, she raced toward a side street and almost skidded into it in her haste to escape the clatter of hooves from a carriage somewhere behind her. This was madness. Good God, what was she thinking? Perhaps she ought to go back before anyone realized she was missing. But her feet didn’t slow, they just kept going as if propelled by the part of her brain that refused to accept what her parents were doing. Why would they force such a hasty wedding upon her or Stokes? Why was her father so unrelenting? It was almost as if this match mattered more to him than she did.

      Regina’s chest tightened against the air being forced in and out of her lungs. She had no idea where she was now, she reflected as her slippers struck the pavement with increasing speed. The streets and buildings were unfamiliar, though still somewhat respectable.

      Something clanged behind her, causing her to dart down a street to her left where she almost smashed into a man. He staggered sideways, his hand briefly touching her elbow as she swerved around him.

      “Looking for a groom?” His drunken voice turned to lewd laughter. “I’ll help you out!”

      Ignoring him, Regina continued on her way with increased determination. The silk netting and lace billowing out around her merged with the thickening fog in a ghostly effect. Three streets later, her toe caught an uneven spot on the ground and she tripped, stumbling forward with a gasp. Her arms cartwheeled as she made a desperate attempt to maintain her balance. But her body was angled too far forward, and her speed only added momentum to the fall that now seemed inevitable.

      Until her entire front connected with something warm and wonderfully solid that instantly stopped her descent. An arm came around her, bracing her against the person who’d caught her, and Regina instinctively started to struggle.

      “What the devil?” a masculine voice muttered. “Be still, damn it!

      Regina gasped and looked up at the man who now held her.

      A pair of coffee-colored eyes stared down into hers with mesmerizing intensity. Raven locks protruded at haphazard angles from beneath the brim of a velvet top hat. Expressive eyebrows drew together in wonder, puckering a prominent forehead and drawing Regina’s attention toward the man’s nose. It was elegantly shaped in a chiseled straight line that slanted toward a neatly trimmed moustache. The dense hair hovered above a wide mouth that presently smirked at her with what could only be described as lethal amusement.

      Recognizing him from all the sketches she’d seen in the newspapers over the years, she blurted the first thing that came to her mind. “I know who you are.” Carlton Guthrie’s notoriety was such that not knowing who he was would have been impossible. His smirk became more pronounced as the edge of his mouth curled upward. “You’re the Scoundrel of St. Giles.”
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      “At yer service,” Carlton said while continuing to hold the young woman who’d hurled herself into his arms. Not because he’d quit being a gentleman the day his father died, or because he wished to exert his power over her, but because there were very few pleasures to be had in this life and he’d decided to savor each one. “And who, might I ask, are ye?”

      She tilted her chin up a notch. To some, she might have seemed confident, but Carlton didn’t miss the tremor in her jawline or the pulse vibrating at her neck. “Lady Regina Berkly, if you please.” Even her voice was strained and a notch too high. “And since you are here, I would,” she glanced around quickly before returning her gaze to him and raising her chin even higher, “like to enlist your help.”

      He bristled in response to her name, which was all too familiar. If she was somehow related to the man who’d haunted his nightmares for two long decades, he’d bloody well use her to take his revenge. Already a cool sweat had broken out at the nape of his neck. Clenching his fingers in the mass of fabric surrounding her, he attempted to slow the blood rushing through his veins.

      Forcing a bland expression even as his heart thumped, he released her and casually asked, “With what?”

      She squared her shoulders and tried to adjust the layers of billowing white around her. A pointless attempt at pretending that strolling around St. Giles and asking criminals for help was a normal everyday occurrence for her. “With avoiding my wedding.”

      “You’re—” he gave her a full perusal and acknowledged that the silk netting now made sense— “a bride.”

      A firm nod confirmed this. “Forced into unhappy matrimony with the Marquess of Stokes.”

      His muscles tensed so much they started to tremble. Effecting indifference became an immediate challenge. The Marquess of Stokes. He knew the title well, though he did not know the face of the man who currently held it.

      With the fierceness of a general warding off an enemy on the attack, Carlton kept the past at bay so he could think. He considered his options carefully for a moment and eventually asked. “Who are ye related to, exactly?”

      “The Earl of Hedgewick is my father. My brother is—”

      “Viscount Seabrook. Yes, I know.”

      She looked at him with some surprise but Carlton didn’t bother explaining. He only smiled and offered his arm. “I’d be delighted to give ye sanctuary fer as long as ye need it, me lady. ’Tis the least I can do to ensure yer safety.”

      Instead of accepting his offer however, she took a step back. “You want me to come with you?”

      “How else do ye propose I help ye?”

      “I…” She glanced around again and it became clear her courage was finally starting to fail. “I’m not sure. Perhaps…perhaps coming here was a mistake.” She stepped back even further.

      Carlton dropped his arm and did his best to appear as non-threatening as possible. “Of course it was,” he agreed. “St. Giles is no place fer a lady.” Deliberately, he tipped the brim of his hat. “I wish ye luck with yer wedding.”

      Without making another move, he watched as doubt crept into her eyes, but her fear also seemed to have grown as she’d taken stock of her surroundings, which included a one-legged man with an eye-patch who stared at them from a doorway, and a ragged old woman hobbling past. So instead of accepting his help after all, Lady Regina turned on her heels and strode away.

      Carlton deliberately let her go. St. Giles was a complex maze of alleyways filled with people who made their living from preying on others. It was just a matter of time before she discovered that she was lost or found herself in dire straits. The edge of his mouth curved upward. When he’d offered to take her home with him, she’d panicked, and rightfully so he supposed, given his reputation. But if he helped her…

      His smile widened as he went in pursuit. Lady Regina could prove a useful asset if he could convince her to stay, but doing so would require her trust. He turned a corner, half expecting to spot some hint of her billowing gown through the now receding fog.

      When he didn’t, he frowned and quickened his pace. Until an undignified shriek pierced the air and alerted him to her location. Breaking into a run that almost sent his top hat flying, he raced to her rescue.

      Her voice quivered through the air with panic. “Get your filthy hands off of me!”

      Carlton rounded a corner and took quick stock of the situation. Pinned against a wall, Lady Regina wriggled and kicked as she tried to evade the man who held her. A brawny fellow dressed in drab clothes was pushing up against her with vile menace while his friend slid the tip of a knife up the length of her throat.

      “Not a chance,” the brawny man said with a low chuckle. “It’s not every day we find ourselves in such splendid company.”

      Fists clenched, Carlton stepped forward with every intention of doing bodily harm to these men if they hurt her. “I’d recommend that ye do as the lady demands,” he drawled.

      The men froze at the sound of his voice and the brawny man looked over his shoulder. The moment his eyes met Carlton’s, he sprang back as if propelled by a spring. His friend dropped the knife and slid sideways along the wall.

      “Our apologies, Mr. Guthrie,” the brawny man muttered. “We meant no disrespect.”

      Carlton glared back at them. “I dare say ye didn’t.” He moved toward the spot where Lady Regina still stood, trembling from head to toe while the two men retreated. “Apologize to the lady, lads, or I’ll punish ye fer yer inconsideration.”

      The brawny man gulped, nodded three times and sputtered, “I’m sorry.”

      “So am I,” his friend blurted.

      “Won’t happen again. We’ll just…thank you kindly and be on our way.”

      The pair took off down the alley like a pair of terrified boys who believed the devil was out to get them.

      Carlton waited until they were out of sight before turning toward Lady Regina. Wide-eyed, she stared at him as he took a few cautious steps toward her. “Are ye all right?”

      She nodded.

      “Ye’re not hurt in any way?”

      “No. Not really,” she managed, in a voice much weaker than the one she’d used when they’d first met. “Just a bit bruised, I suspect.”

      Muttering a curse beneath his breath, Carlton chastised himself for not acting sooner. If he’d stayed closer to her, he could have stopped the men before they grabbed her. But it was too late for regrets now. So he offered his arm once again. “I know ye don’t wish to come with me, but this is no place fer a lady.”

      Still, she hesitated. “Where will you take me?”

      “Somewhere safe where ye can get yer bearings and decide what ye want to do next.” Spotting a hint of red at her neck he tamped down the anger that rose up. Instead, he jutted his chin toward her. “Ye’ve been nicked. Might be wise to ’ave that wound tended to.”

      Apprehension captured her features. “I—”

      “Ye’ll not be harmed while ye’re with me.” At least not as long as she served a purpose. “Ye’ve me word on that.”

      She seemed to consider and then, with the greatest degree of hesitation he’d ever seen, she stepped forward, accepting his escort like a lamb agreeing to accompany the wolf.

      Her shoulder bumped against him as he drew her close to his side, the added contact jostling something inside his chest. She smelled like springtime, like a breeze infused with the scents of blossoms and honey. It was rather enchanting in this dismal part of town where the stench from the gutters tended to overwhelm.

      It’s just a touch of soap and perfume. Nothing magical. Don’t let it distract you.

      And yet, in spite of the fact that he meant to use her to his advantage, he could not help but ask, “Are ye sure ye trust me?”

      She gave him a startled look. “You saved me. And besides, it seems like you’re my best option at the moment.” She said the last part so quietly he almost missed the remark.

      An odd sensation swept through him, causing a tightening of his heart and a general sense of unease. No. He would not pity her. She was the daughter of the one person in this Godforsaken world whom he wanted to torture until he begged for death to save him. Years of planning and two failed attempts had made him realize that bringing a peer to his knees was no simple task. It required endless amounts of patience, planning, and waiting for just the right moment to strike. And that moment was now. He could not allow a beautiful face and a haunted pair of dazzling blue eyes to make him second guess his resolve.

      Not after everything he’d gone through in order to get to this point.

      So he decided to hold his tongue and not ask her to elaborate further. The less he knew about her, the better. To sympathize with her would be disastrous.

      “This way, me lady.” With a firm tug, he steered her forward, further into St. Giles and toward the street leading back to The Black Swan. The occasional cripple held out a scrawny hand as they passed. Further along, they encountered a filthy youth with a hollow gaze who was pushing a cart full of rags.

      “I wish I had a few coins with me,” Lady Regina said when they’d gone a few additional paces.

      Don’t take the bait. Do not let her lure you into conversation.

      “Why?” he asked, the word springing from his lips like a foxhound giving chase.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw her tilt back her head and look at him from beneath the brim of her bonnet, and try as he might, he could not help but turn his gaze more fully toward her. Which was a mistake, of course. Her eyes, devoid of cynicism and hardship, were like a pair of lighthouses in the lilac shades of dawn. And he was but a sailor caught in a violent storm, helplessly drawn to the welcoming glow they emitted.

      “There are people here who appear to have more use for them than I.” The blueness in her eyes deepened and shimmered like pools of water reflecting the heavens. “It would be nice to help them.”

      Carlton cleared his throat and forced his gaze away. Clenching his jaw, he told himself that this was the sort of thing any young woman would say upon spotting a beggar. He told himself that Lady Regina was simply doing the expected. Not because she was kind or considerate but because a few coins given away would make little difference to her. In fact, it would only improve her self-worth by making her feel like she’d done a good deed. Which in turn would allow her to sleep well at night. It was not because she genuinely cared.

      Except he knew from the pure serenity in her gaze that she did care rather a lot and that he was now trying to tell himself otherwise.

      God damn it.

      “We’re almost there,” he grumbled, his mood darkening on account of the danger she posed to his carefully crafted persona. Carlton Guthrie was supposed to be a crime lord, a hardened criminal without any scruples. The sort of man people feared.

      “Did I say something wrong?” she asked.

      “No.”

      He would not engage her further. Not when The Black Swan loomed ahead, its crooked wall slanting outward as if it might fall right into the street at any second. The timbered framework held it in place, supporting the brick and plaster. Thick rippling glass windows set in black lead dotted the façade. A sign, suspended by wrought iron swirls, depicted a black swan against a tarnished background. The script beneath was a perfect match for the artwork, the bold letters calling out to men in need of drink, a night of gambling, or the thrill of a fight. The prize to be won by those who managed to best one of Carlton’s fighters was always tempting, though it remained unclaimed.

      “What is that?” Regina asked, pulling away from him slightly so she could get a better view of something that must have caught her interest.

      Since he’d yet to get her inside and doing so would be simpler if she went willingly, he decided to humor her by answering her question with one of his own. “What is what, me dear?”

      She pointed one finger at the building next door. “Amourette’s.” Her nose twitched as she spoke the word. “I find it a very interesting name for a business.”

      Carlton bit back a surge of involuntary laughter and schooled his features. “I take it ye’ve never seen a brothel before,” he remarked as if he believed she should have done so at some point in her life.

      Her lips parted and her eyes almost looked like they might fall out of her head. A delightful shade of pink swept upward from her neckline before disappearing beneath her bonnet.

      “So there are courtesans in there?” The question contained a pinch of nervousness, a spoonful of embarrassment, a cup of condemnation, and a gallon of genuine curiosity.

      Knowing she might reconsider accepting his help, he smiled and drew her away from the shocking edifice and escorted her up the two steps leading into his tavern. “Not to worry, luv. The women who work there are perfectly nice. Now what say ye that we find ye somethin’ to eat?”

      Wariness caused her brow to pucker. Leaning back ever so slightly, she resisted his escort just enough to convey a renewed degree of hesitance. “You won’t make demands in exchange?”

      Seeing where her line of thought had headed, Carlton shook his head and made every effort to look as non-threatening as possible. Having her cooperation would be so much simpler than the alternative. And he really didn’t feel like chasing after her again.

      “I don’t mistreat those under me protection. Ye understand?” When she still looked uncertain, as if the enormity of her decision to let him help her was finally sinking in, he sighed. “It would seem ye’ve had a rough mornin’. The fact that ye, a lady of the peerage, was runnin’ through St. Giles, would attest to that. Now as ye already know, there are worse men out there than me and since it would be a shame to see any real harm come to ye, I’ll offer ye shelter as long as ye need it.”

      “But…why? Why would you want a woman like me on your hands?” She swung her arm out beside her in a helpless gesture. “I have no means of paying you for your hospitality.”

      “Consider it an attempt on me part to cleanse me soul with a good deed.” Spotting his right hand man, a towering Scotsman with dense auburn hair, coming toward them, Carlton folded Regina’s hand into the crook of his arm. “Now ’ere’s someone I must introduce ye to right away since he practically runs this establishment fer me. Lady Regina, allow me to present to ye Mr. Blayne MacNeil.”
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      Without even thinking, Regina tightened her grip on Guthrie’s arm, anchoring herself to him like a capsizing ship in need of mooring. She was forced to tilt her head back in order to stare up at the giant of a man who stood before her. He was huge, like a monolith filling her vision.

      Determined to hide her fear, she forced a smile and said, “Delighted.”

      MacNeil’s eyes narrowed, creasing at the corners as if not trusting her sincerity. His mouth was set in a firm line, though it did appear to twitch slightly as if he attempted not to smile. “Likewise.”

      He spoke more gruffly than Guthrie and with less finesse. For although Guthrie’s voice was uncultured, there was a flamboyant element to him that made him seem like a character from some fantastical tale. Of course, his attire, cut from vibrant velvet and silk, accentuated this aspect of him. And while most men would have looked comical dressed as he was, the clothes suited Guthrie, adding a larger than life appeal to him that intrigued Regina more than it ought to.

      Had he been a sculpture, there would have been no doubt about the love and skill the artist had applied when he’d made him. By comparison, MacNeil resembled the work of a novice. His features completely lacked Guthrie’s elegance.

      Eyeing Guthrie’s profile, she saw that even his cheekbones were perfect, which was probably an odd observation to make of a man. But if she were honest - truly honest - she had to concede that Guthrie was not only handsome, but lovely to look at. With the exception of his moustache. That part of him was downright hideous and she could not help but wonder what he might look like without it.

      Not that she’d ever find out. She’d definitely never acquire the courage required to ask him to remove it. And he would never bow to such a request anyway. And why on earth did she suddenly wish that he would?

      She had no idea how to answer that question.

      She also wasn’t the least bit sure she’d made the right decision in coming here with him. For the fact of the matter was that she was a lady. She didn’t belong amid riffraff. And yet she was standing in the middle of a tavern with a man suspected of thieving, blackmail, and possibly murder. Come to think of it, she ought to be terrified. Yet she wasn’t. Not anymore. Which might be incredibly naïve, but the fact that he’d come to her rescue had eased her mind and encouraged her to trust him. If only a little.

      Guthrie glanced down at her, frowned, and returned his attention to MacNeil. “Her ladyship’s ’ungry,” Guthrie murmured, and to Regina’s mortification, her belly answered with a low rumble. “Can ye arrange fer a breakfast plate?”

      “Of course.” MacNeil’s expression remained somber. “Where should I bring it?”

      Guthrie was silent a moment as if considering. After giving Regina another quick look, he said, “To me office.” Grabbing her hand, he strode toward a doorway on the opposite side of the room, pulling her along.

      “Mr. Guthrie, perhaps we could simply remain here?” Years of perfect upbringing rooted in etiquette and the need to preserve her virtue, not to mention the apprehension of being alone with this man, revolted against his intention to spirit her away to his lair.

      “Not a chance.”

      “May I ask why?” She tried to dig in her heels but that just made her feet skid across the hardwood planking of the floor.

      He came to a halt so abruptly she almost slammed into his broad back. A whiff of something wonderfully pleasant drifted toward her: a smoky aroma infused with a hint of sandalwood and coffee. Curiously, she was tempted to press her nose into his plush velvet jacket for a deeper inhalation.

      Thankfully, he prevented her from doing something as foolishly improper as that by tersely telling her, “Because putting ye on display an’ lettin’ the world know ye’re here would be unwise. Seein’ as ye’re tryin’ to hide.”

      Contrition forced her back a step. “Of course.”

      He held her gaze, allowing her to lose herself in the fathomless depths of his dark brown eyes. When people considered the neutral color of brown, they often thought of it as flat and dull, lacking depth and vibrancy. But that simply wasn’t the case where Guthrie’s eyes were concerned. An almost-black umber ring surrounded the pupil. It turned to rich mahogany as it fanned outward and was overlaid by flecks of gold.

      He turned away, breaking the spell even as he left her shaken to her core. She didn’t approve of the life he led or of the things he’d reputedly done. By all accounts he belonged in prison. To trust him would probably prove her a fool. And yet, the alternative was unthinkable. After having a knife pressed to her throat only half an hour ago, she had no wish to venture back into the streets of St. Giles on her own. And returning home so she and Stokes could be married was equally unsettling. Which left her with only one option, even if it was far from perfect.

      They reached Guthrie’s office and he gestured toward a green velvet armchair, inviting Regina to sit. Without comment, he then went to pour himself a drink. Or so it seemed until he produced a handkerchief from his pocket, dipped it in the liquid and pressed it to the side of her neck where she’d been cut. She inhaled sharply, in part because of the sting, but mostly because of the unexpected touch. It was gentle and warm, even soothing and…over much too soon.

      Regina blinked, heart pounding as she watched him retreat.

      “Now then,” he said once he’d claimed the chair opposite hers and set the glass of brandy aside. “Do ye have a plan beyond runnin’ away?”

      “Not really.” Ignoring the discomfort of his penetrating gaze, she sank into the cushiony plushness of her chair and instantly felt as if she’d received a loving embrace. How absurd. She allowed herself a moment to glance around the room. Every item had a rich texture, from the glossy surface of Guthrie’s desk, to the heavy satin drapes framing the only window, and the thick, silky pile of the carpets covering the floor.

      After smoothing her skirts so they would not crease too much, she raised her hands to the ribbon securing her bonnet and began to untie it. The silk netting on the brim had been tucked and stitched into place to create a plump pleat. It was thicker on the sides where the ends had been turned back behind the bonnet ribbons and this caused the fabric to chafe at her skin.

      “Ye’ve not considered what will happen once yer family finds ye missing?”

      “Of course I have,” she said while she worked. “My father will be furious.”

      “And you fear his wrath,” Guthrie observed. Removing his hat, he set it on his desk and raked his fingers through his shaggy locks.

      Regina paused to stare, mesmerized for a moment before she managed to collect herself and avert her gaze. “I cannot deny it. But even if I didn’t, going through” —the bonnet ribbon came loose and slid between her fingers— “with the proceedings would have been a terrible mistake.” Carefully, so as not to catch any strands of hair, she lifted the bonnet off her head and placed it in her lap.

      When Guthrie didn’t comment on what she’d said, she hazarded a glance in his direction. His eyes were fixed upon her with even greater intensity than before, his expression tight with some indefinable emotion that caused her stomach to flutter and tiny sparks of heat to creep over her skin. Reflexively, she sucked in a breath and quickly returned her gaze to her bonnet. She could not possibly be attracted to him, could she?

      Her throat dried up on that thought. Of course not. He was a St. Giles criminal for goodness sake. And even if he weren’t, he wasn’t well-groomed enough for her to consider in such a light. His debonair messiness ought to discourage her interest while his moustache should make her recoil from the idea of him possibly kissing her.

      She forced herself to swallow past the thickness of her tongue. Where in blazes had the notion of his mouth meeting hers come from? As she glanced at him from beneath her lashes, the quickening of her pulse answered that question: the texture of those layered hairs and the need to discover what they might feel like against her lips was shockingly alluring. It awoke the same kind of impulse inside her that always prevailed whenever she entered a modiste’s shop. She never could stop from touching the fabrics, the urge to feel the grain slide against her fingers impossible to resist.

      “Why?”

      Regina blinked. “What?” Heavens, her voice sounded breathless.

      Guthrie smiled, eyes gleaming as if he knew precisely what she’d been thinking. He leaned forward, bringing his rich fragrance closer. “Why would marryin’ a marquess be a mistake?”

      Aware that her body was heating by several degrees, Regina struggled to face this self-possessed man without coming across as a timid nitwit. “Because I want more for myself than to be a pawn in my father’s plans,” she blurted, only to snap her mouth shut and stare back at Guthrie in shock. She couldn’t believe she’d just said that. She also couldn’t believe how good it felt to do so.

      The edge of Guthrie’s mouth lifted, slanting his moustache. “Ye’ve had enough of being the dutiful daughter, have ye?”

      Regina sat up straighter, tamped down her rioting nerves, and looked Guthrie squarely in the eye. “I’m tired of having to sacrifice my own happiness to satisfy others.” She pursed her lips in thought. “Do you know, I’ve never been allowed to eat cake or go swimming?”

      He frowned back at her. “Why on earth not?”

      “According to Mama, cake ruins the figure while swimming exposes ones skin to the sun.”

      “That’s not entirely untrue.”

      “Perhaps not,” she agreed, “but to deny a child the joy of such things completely is unreasonable.” They were also just two examples of all the things she’d been deprived of through the years for some absurd reason or other. Somehow, she’d managed to convince herself that her parents were always right and that they only had her best interests at heart.

      “In that case,” Guthrie was saying, “I’ll have to ask the cook to prepare a cake for ye while ye’re here. As fer the swimmin’—”

      “There’s no need for that. Since Mama wouldn’t let me take lessons I…” She swallowed while trying to push through the wave of riotous panic the thought of submerging herself in water instilled. “I never learned, so I actually prefer to remain on land.”

      “A good thing too since I’d rather not go fer a splash in the Thames.” He crossed his arms. “I was only goin’ to say that swimmin’ won’t be as easy.”

      “Oh.”

      When he continued to watch her, she wondered whether she ought to say more on the matter but was stopped from doing so when MacNeil arrived with a tray. On it, she glimpsed a plate from which steam was rising in slow and inviting swirls. “When Cook learned this was for a lassie, he decided to outdo his usual efforts.” Clearing a space on Guthrie’s desk, he set the tray down. “Best eat it while it’s hot.”

      Regina hesitated until Guthrie said, “Go on. I know ye’re itchin’ to taste it.”

      “Do you have a minute?” MacNeil asked Guthrie while Regina began to sample the food. Her mouth had started to water the moment she’d smelled the bacon.

      “Certainly.” Guthrie stood and followed MacNeil to the door. He paused there. “I’ll be back in a trice, me lady.”

      Having just bitten into a slice of toast slathered in cherry preserves, Regina could only answer with a nod. Guthrie grinned and turned away, shutting the door behind him and leaving her to one of the tastiest breakfasts she’d ever had the pleasure of enjoying.
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      “Who is she and what do you plan on doing with her?” Blayne asked as soon as he and Carlton were alone. Arms crossed, his friend looked mighty intimidating.

      Undaunted, Carlton leaned back against the wood paneled wall of the hallway. “She’s Hedgewick’s daughter.” He savored the impact of this information, the way Blayne’s eyes widened with surprise. “As to what I intend to do with ’er…I’d say that’s obvious now, ain’t it?”

      “I should caution you, Val. That—”

      “Ye know better than to use that name,” Carlton snapped. No longer relaxed, he pushed away from the wall and gave Blayne his most condemning gaze. “I’ll not have ye ruin things fer me last minute by bein’ careless.” The thought of being banished from the place he called home was a fear that he lived with daily.

      “Nobody here would turn on you if they learned who you really are. They like you too well.”

      “Only because they think I’m one of them.”

      Blayne held his gaze until he eventually bowed his head and said, “My apologies, Guthrie. I misspoke, which willnae happen again. But you cannot seriously want to use an innocent lass in your quest for vengeance. It’s downright diabolical, if you ask me.”

      Carlton glared at him. “As much as I value yer opinion, it’s unwanted where Lady Regina’s concerned.”

      “But keeping her here, surrounded by men and whores, will ruin her completely. She’ll never be able to return to Society.”

      “As unfortunate as that may be, I cannot ignore this chance I’ve been given,” Guthrie growled. “It’s the only way I can think of fer Hedgewick to experience the sort of dread an’ loss he put me through. An’ as the person of greatest value to him, she—”

      “Has he no son?”

      “Indeed he does. But he’s just the heir.” Carlton smiled smugly. “That lady in there, she’s ’is ladder, an’ knowin’ what I do about the bastard, he’ll be carin’ more about that than anythin’ else in the world.”

      “Maybe,” Blayne conceded, “but does she deserve what’s coming?”

      “I ’ave no intention of findin’ out.” Christ, the woman had already caused doubt to hook itself in his conscience. Irritated, he tightened his jaw. “The last thing I need is to learn that I have a heart this late in the game.”

      “That would be an inconvenience,” Blayne told him acerbically.

      Carlton narrowed his gaze. “Ye’re not goin’ soft with age are ye?”

      Blayne flattened his mouth. “I woulnae dare to.”

      “Good to know.” Inhaling deeply and pushing the air back out slowly, Carlton forced the tension in his body to subside. “Ready me bedchamber for her.” Noting the horrified look on Blayne’s face, Carlton rolled his eyes. “Fer Christ’s sake, man, I’m not plannin’ to swive her. But me room is bigger than the rest, the furniture more in line with what she’s accustomed to. She’ll be most comfortable there and...why are ye smiling?”

      “’Cause it’s starting to look like you may have a heart after all.”

      “I’m just tryin’ to make her stay more comfortable. The happier she is with her accommodations, the less trouble she’ll be.”

      Blayne snorted. “You can tell yourself that if you like, but it doesnae make it true.” He turned away, leaving Carlton with a muttered, “I’ll have the room sorted. Shouldnae take more than an hour.”

      Agitated, Carlton pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. Blayne was wrong about him having an ounce of goodness in him. Only an empty space remained where his heart had once been.

      Lowering his hand, he raised his chin and straightened his spine. He then returned to his office where he found Regina licking the last remains of her breakfast from her fingers.

      Something inside him unfurled, curling outward with promises of warmth, companionship, happiness...

      Everything he’d lost when he was a boy.

      And he didn’t like it one bit.
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