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      May 1854, Boston, MA

      

      Piper sat on the couch in Senator Asher Grey’s drawing room and surveyed the crowd of men who sat around her. She almost yawned with boredom because it was like every other party she attended recently. Every eligible man was at her feet. After a while, a girl wants a challenge.

      Her mother told her if she didn’t want their attention, she should stop making a spectacle of herself. She supposed her mother had a point, but desperate times called for desperate measures. So Piper would let the beautiful trill of her laugh wash over the room. She would flutter her lashes and fan her cheeks. She would let her gaze linger on a man a moment too long, and he would fall into her trap.

      Therein lay the problem. Once a suitor was properly snared, Piper became thoroughly bored. It was all too easy. She really should just pick one of them and marry him. It would solve a great many problems, but she couldn’t seem to make herself do it.

      Perhaps it was a family curse. Her cousin, Sybil, also needed to marry but had yet to choose a suitor. A sigh escaped her lips to think of her cousin. Beautiful and titled, she supposed most women would be jealous of Sybil, but Piper knew the truth. After the death of her parents, Sybil seemed weighed down with responsibility. She was having difficulty running the estate. Piper’s brow furrowed with worry. She wasn’t sure how to help this beautiful woman who had been so like a sister.

      One of the more astute men, Peter Long, picked up on the sigh. “Dear Miss Baker, what could be so wrong that you would look so?”

      The exaggerated manner of his speaking grated her senses. Piper resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Instead, she smiled angelically. “It’s silly, but I find myself missing my cousin, Sybil.”

      The men shifted around her, and Piper perceived a slight change in their attention. Another suitor responded quietly, “I don’t know why Lady Fairfield had to go to New York. She could have easily found a suitor for herself here.”

      A few other men nodded and Piper sat forward in her chair. Her eyebrows arched. This was actually getting interesting. “I will be sure to share that with her if New York is not a success.”

      Piper stood, eager to slip out while her suitors were distracted by talk of her cousin. She couldn’t fault them for their fickle interest; her titled cousin was the better catch by far. Though Piper was in a desperate situation of her own, she would happily hand over one of her own suitors if it meant her cousin’s happiness.

      “If you will excuse me gentlemen, the hour grows late.” She gave them a parting nod but the men seemed to realize they had allowed their focus to wander, and they now wanted to shift it back to the woman in front of them.

      “Oh, it isn’t late. Stay. Don’t leave yet,” they seemed to all say of one voice.

      “Forgive me gentlemen, but I too am travelling to New York tomorrow, and a lady must prepare. I will return before you know it. I beg you, wait for me until then.”

      She gave the smallest of waves with just the tips of her fingers and signaled to her mother she was ready to leave. Exhaustion swept over her as she headed for the doors. She wished she had made some sort of connection with one of these men.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Later that evening, Piper looked at the dresses she had arranged on the bed to take on the journey to New York. A small frown creased her brow. Many of them were from last season and had been reworked. While the men would hardly mind, the ladies of New York would notice. They might deny her invitations she desperately needed. There was nothing, however, she could do about it now. She had to hope Sybil’s influence and her charm would allow her to enter New York society.

      “Why are you packing now? Our ship does not leave until tomorrow evening. You could do this in the morning.” Her mother’s voice sounded tired as she sat in the corner of Piper’s room.

      “Go to bed if you do not wish to stay up. I am going to pack now and then sleep tomorrow during the day so I can stay awake on the ship.” Piper bit her lip as she turned away from her mother. The older woman had been tired a great deal of late.

      “No, you are right. It is a good plan. I am sorry we have to leave port on the later tide. It’s just Mr. Abbot was able to secure an excellent price at that time…” Mrs. Baker began rambling an explanation.

      Piper soothed her mother. “It doesn’t matter. It will be good training for the New York season to stay up late. I must stay until the end if I am going to meet the best gentlemen.”

      “Piper, we’ve discussed your tactics before. Having every man at your feet simply isn’t working. I already told you, you should stop looking for a man. That is how the right one is going to land at your side. If you keep attracting every man on the East Coast, you will simply breed animosity.”

      “Hush, Mother. I will find a husband, and he will take care of both of us. You ought to reconsider your engagement. I know you think you will solve our problems by marrying Mr. Abbott, but don’t you want to enjoy your later years?” And not spend them with a man who is cheap and silly? He was also constantly eyeing Piper like a hungry dog looking at a plate of meat.

      “I am the mother here. Your future husband shouldn’t have to look out for me too. I want you to take your time and find the right man.” Her mother began coughing and Piper rushed to her side.

      “You have always taken wonderful care of me. Now, I want to take care of you. Off to bed with you. You need your rest.” No, her mother would not marry Mr. Abbott. Piper would find a suitable gentleman and take care of her mother this time.
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      Piper’s opinion of Mr. Abbott did not improve as their carriage headed to the docks. First, this ship was in a rather questionable area of the city. Second, he had last-minute business and had left the two women to find their own way. He said he would join them on the boat.

      It was admirable her mother wanted to spare her from a rushed marriage. No one knew better than her mother that Piper had yet to fall in love.

      She grew so bored with all the fawning and drooling men always seemed to do around her. Her mother knew it would be difficult for Piper to survive in a marriage like that.

      But her mother was British aristocracy, even if she had left that life behind to marry an American for love. She could not let her mother now marry a total buffoon. Piper was nineteen and many of her friends had married already. Her mother had given her so much. It was Piper’s turn to give to her mother. This year, she would find a husband.

      Now she just had to figure out how to get rid of the annoying Mr. Abbott.

      She was so lost in her thoughts, she paid little attention when the carriage ground to a halt. She assumed they were at their dock and started to adjust her skirts, but the driver’s voice made her stop cold.

      “Out of the way you!” He sounded nervous. Piper sat up straighter. The sound of flesh hitting flesh filled the carriage as the driver gave a sharp cry.

      “Get ‘em out right fast and get any jewels off of ‘em. Don’t you move a muscle or you’re the first one dead,” a rough voice called from just by the door. The driver did not respond.

      As if on cue, her mother began to cough. Piper turned to her, eyes bulging out, begging her silently to be quiet.

      The door flung open and a rough looking man climbed into the carriage. His clothes were worn and filthy. His hat was stained. He leered at her, showing several missing teeth. “Aren’t you a sweet treat.”

      His dirty hand grabbed her arm and wrenched her out of the carriage. She tried to stay standing, but he was pulling her too fast. She lost her footing on the steps out, and she toppled to the ground.

      He managed to keep her in his grip and yanked her back up to standing. For a split second, Piper registered three other men standing nearby before his revolting lips came down on hers.

      She had never kissed a man before and tears sprung to her eyes that this was her first experience. His breath stank and disgusting hands pawed at her. She had never felt dirtier in her life. She twisted her body to try and get out of his grasp

      The man stopped suddenly and Piper opened her eyes, hoping to be rescued. But another, even more revolting man, had his hand on the first man’s arm. “You gotta share,” his voice accused.

      “Wait your turn. I got her first,” her attacker replied.

      Fear welled up in Piper as the second man grabbed her other arm. A scream rose in her chest as the two men pushed each other with her in between.

      Suddenly a horse’s hooves rose over the sound of the scuffle, and Piper turned her head to see a rider bearing down on them. Was he another attacker?

      He looked gigantic riding on an even larger horse. His cape billowed off his broad shoulders. Piper’s breath caught in her throat at the sight of him.

      Without a word, he rode into the middle of the group and knocked one of the assailants up the side of the head with a baton. The man fell to the ground like a sack of bricks.

      The horseman swung back around and knocked the other man down. Then he jumped off his horse as he pulled two pistols out from his belt. Piper jumped in fear as he raised the pistols pointing them at her and the remaining two thieves.

      “Get out of here now,” his voice growled out, rich and deep. She thought for a second she detected an accent. He straightened with the pistols in his hands. The movement accentuated how incredibly broad his shoulders were. His body tapered down to a trim waist. Everything about him was distinctly masculine.

      The two thieves looked at him for a split second and then began running down the street. He holstered the guns and then dragged the other two men to their feet.

      “You two, out of here.” The other men stumbled away. Piper backed toward the carriage. His accent was British but muted.

      Somehow, Piper was almost more afraid of him than she had been of those other men. She had no idea what his intentions were now that they were alone. He was incredibly muscular and had just taken out four men without even trying. “P-p-please.” Piper hadn’t realized she was backing up until she bumped into the carriage. Her breathing was rapid and she couldn’t seem to slow it down. Chest heaving, her hand fluttered to her neck in an attempt to calm her racing heart.

      He glanced at her and surprise lit his eyes. He moved a step closer and Piper pressed herself against the carriage. She tried to speak again. “I don’t have any money. Please leave us be.”

      “Money?” Amusement laced his gravelly voice but he stopped moving toward her. His eyes, however, slowly moved up and down the length of her. He seemed to drink in every detail.

      Piper noted during his perusal he was well dressed. He was also incredibly handsome, although not in the way many of her suitors were. His jaw was strong and his face hard and angular. It added to his look of power and danger. His dark hair was neatly tied back despite the struggle. She should have been comforted he was from her class but her heart wouldn’t stop racing.

      “Where are you going in this section of town at this time of night?” his rough voice grated out.

      Her eyes grew larger. Her breathing continued to be ragged. “We have passage on the Maria tonight to New York. My mother’s friend booked it. It was a good price, I suppose. We wouldn’t normally be here, we just wanted…” Dear God, she was rambling. She never rambled. Men rambled around her. She sat coolly appraising them as they made fools of themselves.

      He stepped closer again and her heart beat even faster. His eyes were dark pools of mystery. The kind a woman could get lost in. They travelled over her face again and down her neck to her cleavage.

      Her hand fluttered automatically to cover the spot. But for some strange reason, her lips parted and her tongue darted out to lick them.

      He quirked a small smile and Piper actually gasped. It made him even more mysterious. And handsome. Her nerves were raw, and unsure what to do, she started rambling again. “I have never been at the docks this time of night. Those men, they almost…” Her eyes filled with tears and although she tried desperately not to, a single tear leaked from her eye and trickled down her cheek.

      His hand reached up and, ever so gently, he used the pad of his thumb to brush the tear away.

      A jolt shot through Piper. It was like lightning travelling through her body. She licked her lips again and her eyes darted from his eyes to his lips. What was happening to her?

      His thumb was still on her skin and his entire hand enveloped her cheek to gently cup it as he turned her face up toward his.

      Piper was in a trance, she was powerless to protest. His lips were drifting closer to her own. Without realizing it, his body had also been moving closer and his chest brushed her hand that was covering her cleavage.

      Suddenly her mother coughed again from inside the carriage and his head snapped up. “With whom are you travelling?”

      “My-my m-m-mother,” her breathy voice was strange to her own ears.

      “You’re both coming with me.” He grabbed her hand and tugged open the carriage door.

      “Where?” Piper’s strangled voice cried.
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      He glanced back at her in surprise. “To the Maria.” He paused as his eyes drank her in again. “Although it’s an awful ship. I am travelling to New York as well, and you could both travel with me. You would, most assuredly, be safer.”

      If Piper hadn’t been so stunned, she would have rolled her eyes. With her heart hammering in her chest, the last thing she felt was safe.

      He moved around the door and offered his hand to her mother, who easily took it. She seemed to have none of Piper’s reservations.

      “I don’t even know your name!” Piper cried in exasperation.

      “Barrett Maddox. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      Her mother paused, “Not the Barrett Maddox? Are you from Dover?”

      His eyes rounded in surprise, “That name rarely means anything here without the title.”

      “Title?” Piper croaked out.

      He gave her another one-sided grin. “Sixth Duke of Manchfield, at your service. Who might I have the pleasure of addressing?”

      “I was Lady Carolyn Vesser. Formally of Yorkshire. This is my daughter, Miss Piper Baker.” Her mother gave a small curtsey before she doubled over coughing.

      Piper peeled herself off of the carriage and went to her mother’s side, wrapping her arms around the older woman. She held her until the coughing subsided.

      When her mother stopped, both women straightened to see Mr. Maddox’s gaze intently assessing them.

      “Lady Vesser, why don’t I send a note to the Maria that you will be travelling with us tonight? My boat is right here and I am sure you will be more comfortable.” He gave her a warm smile but it appeared a little stretched, as if the movement was uncommon.

      Piper’s mother returned his smile before she accepted his arm. “It’s just Mrs. Baker now and I would be so grateful.”

      Piper turned to the driver, who had finally peeked out from the other side of the carriage. “Could you bring the trunks please?” She trained her features into a blank mask, though she would have liked to scold the man for his cowardice.

      “Of course, miss,” he mumbled as he grabbed their trunks.

      Trailing along behind her mother and Mr. Maddox, she tried to piece together the events of the evening.

      The man had rescued them, that much was true. But he was a stranger and he seemed dangerous, and they were getting on a boat with him. Piper could only come to one conclusion: her mother was losing her mental facilities.

      Perhaps she was as well. Because try as she might, she couldn’t figure out why she hadn’t resisted when he touched her. She never let men take such liberties.

      Mr. Maddox began walking her mother up a gangplank, and the driver dropped the trunks at the bottom of the plank. He mumbled about the neighborhood and then made a beeline for the carriage.

      Piper stood there as Mr. Maddox helped her mother onto the boat. She heard her mother’s voice trill with laughter. Her teeth ground together. She could not possibly get these trunks up the plank. She looked to the man who had saved her for assistance, but he was walking her mother away from the rail.

      “Excuse me,” she called. Piper shook her head. She sounded ridiculous. Small and ridiculous. Had she imagined he was going to kiss her? Now he didn’t even seem to know she was alive. Men didn’t leave her at the bottom of a plank!

      “Piper, where is the driver? Why are you down there with the trunks?”

      Piper sighed at her mother’s words.

      “He left, Mother.” Piper looked up at the boat and its occupants. She couldn’t help but notice it was an impressive vessel. The Destiny was painted on the side. What an unusual name for a boat. Well, he was a duke.

      He called to someone on deck and two men came rumbling down the plank and grabbed up the trunks. Each man hefted one on his shoulder and started back up to the deck.

      Piper glanced up. It looked like she would have to make her way up herself. She started on wobbly legs, but Mr. Maddox came down to meet her.

      He reached his hand down and she put her gloved one in his. Even with the cloth between them, another jolt went through Piper’s body. She looked at him with absolute confusion.

      Mr. Maddox only gave her another one of his stilted smiles and gently began pulling her up the plank. She wobbled again and he pulled her closer, tucking her into his side. The feel of his body sent shock waves coursing through her. She was at a complete loss as to how to deal with them.

      “I’m normally quite sure-footed, only tonight has made me unsteady. I’m not usually so…” She was rambling again.

      “It’s all right.”

      Her cheeks filled with color. She was making a fool of herself.

      “Are you hungry?” He had turned to her mother.

      “No, thank you. We ate before we left. Piper, I was girlhood friends with Mr. Maddox’s mother, Lady Priscilla Fairfield Maddox. Now the Duchess, of course. What a small world.” Her mother smiled like a schoolgirl.

      Piper straightened her shoulders. She had to stop acting so foolish. “Wonderful, Mother.” She gave her mother a forced smile.

      “Do you have family in England still?” Mr. Maddox asked Piper.

      “Yes, of course,” she replied. “Actually my cousin, Lady Sybil Fairfield, Viscountess of Abberforth, is waiting for us in New York.” She donned the smile she usually gave men. She needed to get some measure of control over this situation and this was the best way she knew how.

      His eyes narrowed slightly and he frowned at her but he nodded. He seemed to disapprove of what most men loved. It was disconcerting, and her flirty look fell from her face. He turned to another man as he approached. “Captain Jack, this is Lady Vesser—”

      Her mother interrupted, “Mrs. Baker. Please just call me Mrs. Baker.”

      “Of course, and her daughter Miss Baker. If you could escort the lady to my quarters, I will give them over for the night.”

      The captain nodded. Mr. Maddox turned to her mother. “Would you mind if I spoke with your daughter for a few minutes. I will make sure we are well-chaperoned, and I will deliver her shortly.”

      Her mother nodded but Piper gasped. “Mother, it just isn’t—”

      “Hush, dear. This man saved your life. No one from society will see you here.” Her mother turned with the captain and left.

      Piper assessed the man in front of her and her nerves danced again. She had no idea what he wanted to speak with her about. Which was so unusual. She always knew what men wanted from her.

      Instead of asking her anything, he signaled for the sails to unfurl. They billowed down, flowing toward the deck in the breeze. There was such grace in their descent. Piper watched them for a moment. Nothing was more exciting than a ship setting sail. Except, perhaps, the man she stood with now. She took a deep breath, trying to get a hold of herself. Dukes were off limits to poor American girls. It was ridiculous to even think.

      Glancing over to Mr. Maddox, she realized his eyes watched her intently. A blush crept up her cheeks. His very glance filled her with heat. He finally broke the gaze and walked away. Disappearing momentarily, he quickly returned bringing a bottle of wine with two goblets.

      Piper’s nerves fluttered again. “I don’t drink.”

      “Tonight you do, after what you just went through”

      The brown depths of his eyes drew her in. His lips were the softest thing about him. She felt the strangest urge to touch them. Everything else about him was rock hard. Piper closed her eyes as she thought about being tucked up against his side. Giving herself a little shake, she focused on the conversation. “Ladies my age do not generally partake.”

      He chuckled, “Of course you are right. It has been a while since I have spent time with ladies your age.” He emphasized the word ladies and the word age.

      Who did he usually spend his time with? Unsure of how to respond, she said the first thing that came to mind. “Besides, it dulls my senses too much. Men sometimes try to take advantage,” Piper clamped her mouth closed. She was saying too much again.

      He laughed and the sound rolled over her. It was like grass waving gently in a field. It was a nice sound that soothed her nerves. She relaxed a little more.

      “I promise I will not take advantage of you even if you have a little wine.”

      “That’s what they all say.” She wrinkled her nose but took the glass he extended to her. Their fingers brushed and another jolt of excitement shot through her.

      He laughed again. “I imagine they do. And you are smart not to believe them.”

      “Even you?” She raised her eyebrows.

      “Especially me.” He took a step closer. She had to agree. Judging by her reaction to him, he was dangerous.

      Piper looked away, ignoring his proximity. “What did you wish to speak to me about, Your Grace?” She took a small sip of her wine, trying to change the path of the conversation.

      “Mr. Maddox is fine. I only use the title in England.” She nodded as she looked out over the ocean and watched the dark water slip by the ship. It was easier than looking at him.

      “It’s a beautiful boat.” She reached her hand out and let it trail over the brass of the rail. It was so smooth under the glove of her hand. She felt Mr. Maddox step closer again but kept her eyes on the water.

      “This boat is very special to me.” He paused, studying her.

      The silence, and the intensity of his gaze, filled Piper with discomfort. It was such an odd reaction but she ignored it and filled the space with more babble. “It’s an interesting name, The Destiny. May I ask what it means?”

      “You may. This boat, my company, it feels like what I was destined to do.” She could feel him moving closer still. A shiver of excitement ran down her spine but she ignored it as she trained her eyes on the sea.

      “It sounds nice to have found your place in the world.” It surprised her to know how much she meant that statement. It would be so comforting to know where she belonged. Between their financial situation and her mother feeling under the weather, Piper had the feeling of being adrift.

      It was silent for a few moments and when he did speak, his voice was closer. “What is wrong with your mother?”

      Piper’s breath caught. It was as if he was tapping into her thoughts. But she barely knew this man, to share her inner thoughts was out of the question. “Are you always so direct? It can’t make you terribly popular with the aristocracy.” She continued to look at the water.

      He chuckled. “You know, it doesn’t. You, however, bear all the markings of a proper English miss. Your mother did a good job, with the exception of one thing, of course.”

      She turned to look at him then. Indignation marked her brow and she gave him a scathing look until their eyes locked. Then she forgot her annoyance and her breath started coming in short gasps again. He was standing so close. His powerful body called to her softer one.

      A piece of her auburn hair unhooked from her loose coif in the sea wind. Mr. Maddox caught it between his fingers and rubbed it, then tucked it behind her ear. It was terribly intimate, and Piper blushed at the gesture.

      “Don’t you want to know what that one thing is?”

      “What?” she had completely lost track of the conversation but then she remembered. It broke the spell and she turned away again. “No, I don’t.”

      He laughed that beautiful laugh and Piper gritted her teeth. “You’re too feisty to be a true English lady. Most genteel women would have crumpled into a heap of blubbering tears after what you went through. Or perhaps fainted. And I have never met an English girl who has been so honest or looked so beautiful doing it.”

      She shook her head. “Now I know you’re teasing me.”

      His hand touched her arm and Piper stepped back then. “You promised.”

      “I promised not to take advantage of you. I didn’t promise not to touch you at all.” His smile was wicked then.

      “I expect you to act like a gentleman. I don’t let men…” He stepped toward her. She turned away and set down her wine glass attempting to put some distance between them.

      “Ah, there is the English miss again. But you have avoided the question. What’s wrong with your mother?” He didn’t touch her but he was close enough for her to smell him. He smelled like horses and leather, mixed with the salt air. There was another scent too, something male and beautiful.

      Her voice shook when she answered. “I don’t know. She won’t see a—”

      “Why not?” His voice cut in.

      Piper shook her head. She didn’t want to tell him they didn’t have the money. That her mother wanted to spend every dime putting Piper through one last season so Piper could find love and a husband. She had begged her mother to see a doctor but she had refused. Her stubborn mother was going to marry that ninny to care for her and spend the last of her money on Piper’s future.

      She felt them again. The tears that had threatened earlier. One slipped down her cheek again and Mr. Maddox brushed it away.

      “Please don’t,” her voice pleaded. She didn’t even know if she was asking him not to touch her or not to ask the questions. Another tear fell down her cheek.

      “I’ll have my ship doctor examine her,” he said as he removed his hand.

      “Thank you.” Her voice was choked with emotion.

      “You weren’t that happy when I saved your life.” He wrinkled his brow.

      It was her turn to laugh. “I didn’t know who you were and I was in shock, I think. He put his mouth on…” she slapped her hand over her lips. What was she doing?

      “Where?” his voice growled. Now it was deep and threatening. His face moved even closer.

      “I just have never let a man kiss me.” She closed her eyes not wanting to see his face.

      “You still haven’t. Let a man kiss you.” His voice was so close. Its low rumble soothed her jangled nerves.

      Her eyes opened again meeting his. “That is very true. Thank you for saving my life.”

      His thumb, which had wiped the tear, now brushed across her lips. “You’re welcome. Someday a man will kiss you and you will forget all about tonight.”

      Her breathing was labored again. His touch made her flutter all over. “I have been to Boston, New York, England, and even France. I haven’t met a man yet who would make me forget.”

      “Now your English roots are really showing through. Fussy.”

      “Americans say picky. Your English roots are showing through.” She straightened her shoulders again.

      He shook his head but his eyes danced with merriment. “I should get you to your mother. We don’t want her to worry. I will send the doctor in momentarily.”

      He placed her hand in the crook of his arm and Piper’s nerves danced again. She needed to get away from Barrett Maddox. He was wreaking havoc on her senses.
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      Piper glanced around the room in which Barrett Maddox had placed her mother. It was stunning. Mr. Maddox had left them to retrieve the doctor.

      “He is direct, isn’t he?” Her mother moved to sit in a beautiful wingback chair.

      “Yes, he certainly is.” Piper sat next to her.

      “And handsome. Strong too.” Her mother looked around the room.

      “You forgot rich,” Piper added dryly.

      “So I did.” Her mother’s eyes twinkled.

      “And titled, Mother. You forgot titled.” Piper looked at her lap.

      “He’s made his home in America,” her mother said softly.

      “For now. He’ll marry from the aristocracy and settle with a proper English lady. Maybe we should introduce him to Sybil.” Her heart twisted a little at the words. Leave it to her to want the one man she couldn’t have. While she understood that, thinking of him with Sybil seemed especially painful. She had thought just last night she would do anything for her cousin.

      “What did he want to talk about?” her mother deftly asked.

      “You. He’s gone to fetch the doctor to see about that cough.” Piper looked intently at her mother.

      “Posh. I don’t need a doctor. I need to see my daughter happy.” A knock sounded at the door.

      Mr. Maddox came in followed by a round but affable looking man Piper could only assume was the doctor. “Pardon the interruption,” Barrett’s low voice filled the room. “You ladies were discussing something so earnestly. Are you concerned for your safety?”

      “Oh, nothing like that. We were talking about how my daughter needs to marry.” Mrs. Baker smiled angelically at the men but Piper stood with a gasp.

      “Mother, please.” Her hands balled at her sides. Why was she saying these things in front of Mr. Maddox?

      The doctor looked at her with surprise. “Mrs. Baker, I cannot fathom why you would be worried.” His eyes travelled to Piper.

      “Indeed,” Mr. Maddox added.

      “My mother is deflecting. We should be talking about her health.” As if on cue, Mrs. Baker started coughing. Piper patted her mother’s back and the doctor stepped to the older woman’s other side.

      “Come lie down, Mrs. Baker.” The doctor led her to the bed.

      “Miss Baker, if you wouldn’t mind stepping outside for a few moments so I can examine your mother.” The doctor turned and began pressing his fingers to her mother’s neck.

      Mr. Maddox took her hand and led her out of the room and back onto the deck. Her hand shook slightly. What would the doctor find? “Mr. Maddox, what did I do with that wine?” Piper couldn’t care less about drinking it, but searching for the forgotten glass gave her something to do other than worry about her mother or look at Barrett Maddox.

      He laughed again, shaking his head. “Miss Baker, you really are something.”

      He looked like he wanted to say more but Piper ducked her head and began searching for her glass of wine. She hunted around the deck, keeping her eyes trained on the boards. The wind rustled her skirts and she smoothed them back down. Anything to keep from talking. She had revealed quite enough for one evening.

      “Tell me about yourself, Mr. Maddox. Besides being a duke, when you’re not sailing the East Coast of America.” She found her goblet, amazed it was still upright. She picked it up and took a sip. She turned her back to him. Then she leaned out over the rail of the boat to look at the water.

      “While I am the oldest, and holder of the title, my brother is currently performing the duties of the position. An estate of that size needs money to run. A few of my ancestors did a poor job of managing it so I am working to uphold the family legacy.” She could hear him moving closer again. Her nerves were frayed from the evening, and she wasn’t sure she could handle the assault on her senses he seemed to bring.

      She kept her eyes trained on the water. She knew from earlier it was best not to turn and look at him while they talked. “You must be making your family proud.” Piper wished she could do what he had done. Provide for herself when the world was bleak. Her only choice was to marry. Probably to a man she had little feeling for despite her mother’s attempt to make it otherwise.

      “You could not be more wrong. If I were performing as my mother expected, I would have stayed to perform my duties while I sent my brother off to make money. My mother is very fond of reminding me I am doing it incorrectly.” He was right behind her. She could practically feel him though he wasn’t touching her. She closed her eyes for a second to compose herself and then she continued as if he weren’t driving her to distraction. Why did he insist on being so close?

      “Hmmm, not following the rules. I see. Will you return when your fortune is made?” Piper held her breath. She only realized after the question was out that she cared about the answer.

      “I haven’t decided yet.” His hands grasped the rail on either side of her, trapping her in the circle of his arms. “I answered your questions, now you answer one of mine.”

      “I don’t remember striking that bargain.” Her skin began to tingle.

      He ignored her. “Why hasn’t your mother seen a doctor and why does she want you married so desperately?”

      Piper bit her lip. “Why do you want to know so badly?”

      She felt his hand brush her hair. His warm breath tickled her neck. “I saved you. You’re under my protection. Consider it part of my duty.”

      She shivered. She had been feeling more alone with each passing day, and suddenly he was here. Like a warm, safe beacon of light. She couldn’t say any of this so she said nothing, afraid of revealing too much. He must have felt her because his warm hands came down on her collarbone, against her bare skin. “You can trust me, Piper.”

      She didn’t mean to, but she found herself leaning her back against him. “We don’t have any more money. My mother wants to see me married before we are destitute. She is afraid if she doesn’t, I will never find a suitable husband. She won’t use any funds for herself.”

      “Is that why you were travelling on the Maria?” His soft voice was so close to her ear, it tickled the sensitive skin.

      “She says she is going to marry this complete ninny so he can take care of her. But I told her…” A sob rose in her chest and then broke free from her throat.

      He squeezed her shoulder ever so slightly. “What did you tell her?”

      “That I would just marry a man in Boston. He could take care of me and her as well. We could spend the last of our money on her care.” Another sob rose in her chest. She couldn’t believe how good it felt to say these things. To share with someone. It should have been humiliating to say these things but somehow, he made her feel safe enough to tell him her secrets.

      “But she wants you to find something else?” he prompted.

      “Love. She wants me to find love. It isn’t important to me. I don’t need love.” She spun in his arms to face him. “I need her to be healthy.”

      She realized turning was a mistake the second their eyes met. His liquid brown eyes were filled with an intensity she could not understand but it drew her to him anyway.

      His hands settled back on her shoulders. “I know. You love her deeply.” Then he stopped speaking and slowly his lips descended onto hers.

      They were soft and warm and full of tenderness. He had been right when he said another kiss would make her forget her first. She could barely remember her name with his lips on hers. All too soon he lifted his head.

      Her mind clouded with confusion and her question was in her eyes. He only smiled softly in response and his thumb gently stroked her lips where his had just been. Piper’s eyes fluttered to his mouth. So beautiful.

      A throat cleared behind them. Piper started in surprise and her goblet fell from her hand, over the side of the boat. “Oh! I am so sorry.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Miss Baker. How did the examination go, Dr. Thompson?” He turned toward the other man but one hand slid down her arm and rested on her elbow.

      The doctor frowned slightly and Piper’s heart fluttered in her chest. He looked at Piper.

      “She has consumption. She should have stayed in Boston. She needs rest and she needs care.” Piper heard his words but she wasn’t understanding. How sick was her mother?

      She looked at Barrett but his face was pinched and her heart hammered in her chest. This time it had nothing to do with his presence. “What does that mean?”

      “With the proper care your mother could survive,” Dr. Thompson paused and Piper noted the word could in that sentence. “But at least half the patients with wasting disease eventually die.”

      Piper’s hand covered her mouth and her legs buckled under her. Barrett wrapped her in his arms and held her up.

      “I might be able to save her but it would take considerable resources.” The doctor looked at her and Piper stared back. Tears stung her eyes. She would give her life to save her mother’s but she had no money to give him.

      “Do what you have to, Dr. Thompson. You will be paid for your time,” Barrett said next to her.

      Piper looked at him, her face void of expression. She couldn’t think, couldn’t react. “I don’t—I can’t pay you back now.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Let’s go see your mother.” Barrett began half leading her, half carrying her toward the door. Her hands clung to him. She didn’t know how she would repay him but she would find a way.

      Back in the room, her mother had been tucked into Barrett’s very large bed. Lying there, she didn’t look sick, she looked comfortable.

      Piper took a deep breath. She had to be strong for her mother. Straightening her shoulders, she slowly moved herself from Barrett’s side. She placed her hand in the crook of his arm just in case.

      “How are you, Mother?” Piper’s voice came out with false cheer.

      “It doesn’t matter, my dear. What is important now is we get you settled.” Her mother patted the bed next to her.

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Mother. I’ll be fine; we need to take care of you.” Piper placed her free hand on her hip.

      “Let’s not fight. Piper, would you be a dear and fetch me some water.” Her mother smiled at her beseechingly and Piper wanted to stamp her foot at being sent off like a child but her mother couldn’t be denied now. Once again, Piper headed for the door. She glanced at Barrett, as she was leaving. The lamp cast shadows on his face, making him look even more formidable. She had never met a man that made bad look so good.
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      Barrett Maddox assessed the woman lying in his bed. It was not the usual woman who inhabited the space, he thought ruefully. But then, nothing about this evening had been the usual.

      He usually didn’t save beautiful damsels from thieves. He usually didn’t then offer complete strangers passage. And while he kissed nearly any woman he wanted to, he didn’t usually do it when they were incredibly vulnerable and in trouble. Well, sometimes, but usually not.

      But then Piper herself was unusual. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Ever. He had travelled around the world and never met another like her. It wasn’t just that she was perfect. Although every detail was absolutely stunning. Those large blue eyes were tilted at the corners in a way that was both innocent and sensual. Her hair was stunningly soft and vibrant. All he could think about was unpinning it, so his hands could get tangled up in that thick mass of curls. Her body was meant for sin, slender but curvy. He closed his eyes thinking about the gentle sway of her hips.

      But her physical appearance wasn’t what was best about her. It was that she was strong and funny. Completely loyal to her mother. Half American, half English just like him. Refined but tough, just like him.

      He had taken advantage of Piper and he knew it. But he guessed, correctly he was sure, her defenses were normally unbreachable. She was normally a perfect lady. His mother would love her if she wasn’t half American. Hell and fire, why was he thinking of Piper and his mother in the same thought?

      He also usually avoided virgins like the plague. They became attached too easily and had expectations about marriage. He would marry someday, but it would likely be as painful as his parent’s marriage, which is why he was putting it off for as long as possible. The women he chose knew the rules. Their relationship would remain casual.

      So why would he have kissed her like that? Because he couldn’t resist. Those lips of hers, so full and sumptuously pink, begged to be kissed.

      “Mr. Maddox, I cannot begin to thank you for all of the help you have given us this evening. You are a true gentleman in every sense of the word.” Mrs. Baker smiled at him.

      Except for the part where I kissed your daughter after promising to be chaperoned. He gritted his teeth together in a smile. “Of course. It has been my pleasure.”

      The older woman shook her head. “You’re very kind. I hate to impose on you any more but…”

      “I have already informed the doctor to care for you.” He stepped toward the woman. She was still very beautiful. Piper greatly resembled her mother.

      “Oh, I don’t want you to help care for me. I need your help with Piper.” She waved her hand airily.

      Barrett felt like lead weights had been attached to his feet. “Piper?”

      She nodded. “You can see how much she needs help. She can’t control the fact she is so beautiful.”

      “Beautiful?” Bloody bollocks, when had he turned into a parrot?

      “Did you notice? It’s hard not to. But she is so innocent. She can’t be left alone. Men will try to take advantage.”

      “Advantage?” He closed his eyes. He was doing it again. Repeating, one word but it was like the woman had read his mind. Any man with half a brain would try to take advantage of Piper.

      “You know how men can be.” She waved her hand airily again.

      “Yes.” Well, at least he didn’t repeat her word. Barrett was used to being in control of every situation but somehow both Baker women had him at a disadvantage tonight.

      “That is why I need your help. I can’t leave her alone in this world. She would be taken advantage of in a second. She needs a strong hand to guide her until she is married. Someone to keep her out of trouble. To keep other men’s hands off of her.”

      Barrett’s eyes flew open. “Wait, you want me to be Piper’s guardian?”

      “Just until she is married. We don’t have any male family. What is a mother to do? And honestly, it shouldn’t take long. What she lacks in funds she makes up for in other areas. Find the best candidate and send her on her way.” She coughed a little and Barrett was reminded of how sick this woman was.

      On her way. His muscles tightened. He would not repeat her last phrase out loud again. But tension was curling inside him. He couldn’t marry Piper; his father had made a promise for him years ago. While he generally did as he pleased, he had a sense of duty that couldn’t be denied. Still part of him wanted to see her again while another, more sensible part, knew this was a terrible idea. She was more interesting than he cared to admit. “I don’t think…”

      “It is fate you saved us tonight. Our families being old friends. I know it in my heart. Piper is lovely to be with. You might even enjoy her company. She is quite funny and charming. Oh, I just know you have been brought to my side in my final hour.”

      She was good. He had to give her that. To back out now would be nearly impossible. And if he was honest, which he was trying not to be, he didn’t want to say goodbye to Piper. From the instant her eyes had met his, she had sparked his interest. He couldn’t remember ever being so instantly attracted to a woman.

      Keeping other men’s hands off her, that would be easy. He would crush any man who touched her. Keeping his hands off of her, that would be nearly impossible. How could he act as her guardian?
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      Piper shifted outside the door again, trying to hear the conversation. What was taking them so long? What could her mother want to talk to Barrett about? When had she started thinking of him as Barrett? She barely knew the man.

      That wasn’t true, a little voice said in her head. She knew him better than she had known any other man in her adult life.

      This had to be the strangest night of her entire existence. Was it just yesterday she had sat with several suitors? She should have just picked one and married him. Her mother would be safe at home, she would never have been attacked, and she would never have met Barrett Maddox.

      “Are you all right?” she jumped at the sound of his voice. It was like he materialized when she thought his name.

      “Yes, of course. How is my mother, what did she want?” Clasping her hands, she met his gaze.

      His eyes seemed to drink her in. They took in every detail about her. “It doesn’t matter now. We’ll talk about it in the morning. Why don’t you join your mother and try to get some rest? We’ll arrive in New York early tomorrow morning.”

      “Rest?” she bit her lip, “I don’t know how I could possibly be still enough to rest after today. My life will never be the same.” Her voice caught on the final word despite her attempt to keep her emotions under control.

      Barrett reached over and grabbed her by the waist pulling her closer to him. “Try not to worry. She seems well enough for now. She is more concerned about you than herself.”

      “She is always worried about me. I’ll be fine, it’s her we need to worry about.” His arm slid around her waist. “Mr. Maddox, I shouldn’t let you…” her voice trailed off. It felt so good to have his strong arm around her. She was too worried to fight him off. His touch lessoned the knot of tension building in her stomach.

      He ignored her words and pulled her in closer until she was pressed against him and wrapped in his arms. “Whatever happens, I will keep you safe.”

      Tears sprung to her eyes. She leaned in to him then. Her voice was only a whisper, “I’m frightened.”

      His chin rested on the top of her head. “I know.” He gave her one more squeeze. “Go in and be with your mother.”

      Piper walked into the cabin, glancing around. The sound of her mother’s ragged breathing filled the room. At least she was getting some rest.

      Piper assessed Barrett’s quarters again. There was a table with maps and weights. She pulled off her gloves and ran her fingers over one of the weights. Barrett’s hand had touched this very object. She picked it up and held it in her hands, almost as if she would feel his warmth in the thing itself.

      Sighing, she set it back down. She began the arduous task of getting herself undressed. She and her mother had let all of their staff go to save money. They usually helped each other change. She wouldn’t wake the other woman now. After she fumbled with the tiny buttons on her dress and managed to untie her corset, she decided to sleep in her shift.

      When she finally lay down on a narrow couch, Piper stared at the coiffured ceiling. Thoughts of her mother and the night’s events played over and over in her mind. She finally fell asleep close to dawn.

      She woke later that morning confused about where she was and why she was awake. She suddenly realized someone was pounding on the door.

      Piper stumbled off the couch and turned a few times to locate where the door was that was being mercilessly beaten. Then she moved toward it, calling out a sleepy. “Who is it?”

      “Barrett,” the sharp voice called back.

      Piper came fully awake. “What is it?” She searched frantically for a dressing robe to wear but could find nothing.

      “Open the door. We’ve arrived in the city and have already unloaded the ship. The tide is rising and the Destiny will leave port soon.” He banged the door again to emphasize his point.

      “My mother is still sleeping. I will wake her. I need to get dressed, I…” She was rambling again.

      The lock clicked and the door swung open. “Piper, I didn’t want to yell through the door. I am sorry to insist but the carriage is…” He stopped talking, his eyes locked on her. She could feel the intensity of his stare as he did a slow appraisal of her.

      Her cheeks filled with color. Too preoccupied, she had left her hair undone while she was sleeping. A great deal of her skin was exposed in the shift. “I had trouble sleeping. I overslept.”

      “I can see that.”

      Piper assessed him in return. He was even more handsome in the light of day. His dark hair was neatly pulled back while his dark eyes sparkled with amber flecks. His nose was slightly hooked but it only added to his dangerous masculinity. His jawline was strong and hard like the rest of his body. He exuded power; the kind men followed and women sought.

      His face was a mask now. Hers continued to grow redder the longer his appraisal lasted.

      “Who is it Piper?” Her mother called from the bed, coughing.

      “Mr. Maddox, Mother. We have to get ready to go,” she called back, their eyes still locked.

      “I will leave you ladies to it.” His eyes finally released her and he abruptly closed the door.

      Piper pressed her hands to her hot cheeks. Then she turned to help her mother out of bed.
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      A half hour later, they were dressed. The women stepped out on the deck. Dr. Thompson and Barrett were waiting for them. Piper looked everywhere but at Barrett. It was a warm May afternoon and her cheeks flushed again. Barrett came to her mother’s side and helped her down the plank. Dr. Thompson took her arm. He patted her hand in an affectionate way.

      “I’ll take good care of her,” he said as he continued to pat.

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      The four of them climbed into a waiting carriage. Her mother sat down heavily on the seat and the doctor tucked her in with a blanket despite the warm weather.

      “Where are we off to?” Barrett raised his eyebrows.

      Piper turned a deep shade of pink. “Oh, ah, two hundred seventy-six Madison Avenue.” How could she not have thought of that? Why couldn’t she think straight?

      His eyes assessed her again. She had loosely plaited her hair because it was all she could do in that short amount of time and without her mother’s aid. A few tendrils had already escaped and were dancing around her face. Her dress was simple but it was a lovely cream color that complemented her complexion. He continued his assault with his gaze till she was blushing again. She attempted to look out the window as they travelled down the streets of New York.

      The scene would have normally occupied her. They were riding through the immigrant section of the city. It thrived with life. Women chatting on the streets, children running about. She barely saw it today. All she could feel was the intensity of his gaze. She blushed even deeper to think he had seen her in her nightdress.

      “Piper dear, tell Mr. Maddox about your cousin, Sybil.” Her mother leaned back in her seat. She looked tired this morning. She coughed again.

      Piper bit her lip, looking at her mother. She didn’t want to talk about Sybil. Sybil was exactly right for Barrett Maddox. Beautiful, English, and titled, she would make the perfect duke’s wife. Her cousin was also a woman who needed saving.

      But she wouldn’t deny her mother now. “We will make the introductions. She is a true English lady. She arrived last week from England. Lady Sybil Fairfield, Viscountess of Abberforth.”

      “One of my sister’s daughters. You’ll meet her today.” Mrs. Baker closed her eyes, coughing again.

      “What brings her to New York?” Barrett’s eyes did not stray from Piper.

      Piper looked at her hands. “She wants to participate in New York society. She graciously invited me to join her.” She clasped her hands together, wringing them. Piper knew Barrett understood she was the poor relation her cousin was taking pity on. Sybil was allowing Piper to leech off Sybil’s husband hunt.

      “Ah, so that is why you are travelling to New York.” While he continued his stare, his body had tensed to match his eyes. Her brow creased in confusion, she didn’t understand why he was so tense.

      “Yes.” Her eyes travelled to the window again. With her mother’s illness, the entire conversation seemed irrelevant now.

      “Have you received many invitations?” Barrett’s voice was very quiet.

      “I haven’t the faintest idea.” She looked at him then. He seemed to relax.

      She, however, felt her body tense as their eyes met. She fidgeted in her seat, unable to get comfortable. Her hands smoothed her dress, then smoothed imaginary wrinkles again. It was so small to be all together and yet she felt so far removed from the man who had held her in his arms last night.

      Her eyes retreated once again. But she watched him from the corner of her gaze. He leaned forward, still assessing her.

      Blessedly, the carriage reached Madison Avenue and pulled into the drive of her cousin’s mansion. Miraculously, a valet stepped out before the carriage had even stopped.

      “Ah, English service, I almost forgot.” Barrett lounged back in the seat.

      “Do you miss it?”

      “Not really.” The door snapped open. Barrett got off the seat and helped her mother up. Piper and Dr. Thompson stepped out to get out of the way. She walked up the drive, nodding to the staff. The door swung open and Piper stepped through the threshold. Immediately Piper saw her cousin and aunt standing in the entryway.

      “Piper, you look terrible.” Aunt Lizzie waved a handkerchief to emphasize her point.

      “Yes, Aunt Lizzie. It was a long night. Mother needs to go upstairs.” She felt Barrett step in behind her.

      “Before tea?” Her Aunt’s voice held a note of disapproval.

      “Yes, Auntie.” Sybil stepped up and kissed her cheek but her eyes strayed to Piper’s mother.

      Piper turned to see Barrett half carrying her beloved parent. Her mother’s condition had gotten much worse in the last twenty-four hours. “Mr. Maddox, take her upstairs. Auntie, could you have one of the staff show him the way.”

      “Of course.” Her aunt pursed her lips. Piper was going to spend a long time explaining this.

      “Dear sister,” her mother called from Barrett’s arms. “Please accompany us.”

      “It’s all right, Mother. I’ll explain. You rest.” Her mother nodded and Piper bit her lip. Her mother must feel awful to not protest.

      Barrett began escorting her mother up the stairs and Dr. Thomson followed.

      “What is going on?” Her aunt demanded as soon as the others were out of sight.

      “Mother has consumption.” Piper’s voice was tight. “She kept it from me until yesterday.”

      The handkerchief her aunt had been waving now covered her mouth. “Oh dear.”

      “His Grace, the sixth Duke of Manchfield, came to our aid yesterday. He was kind enough to have his doctor examine Mother.” Piper looked at her aunt, pleading with her eyes that her aunt not ask more.

      “How fortunate,” Her aunt paused. “Does he know of your financial situation?”

      “Yes,” Piper responded.

      Her aunt was fixedly staring at Piper. After Barrett’s appraisal on the carriage ride, Piper’s nerves were frayed. She wanted to yell at everyone to stop looking at her so. But she maintained a calm façade. Her aunt was like a second mother to her, and her interest was out of concern. Though Piper often found her English sensibilities tedious.

      “Why don’t you go check on your mother?” her Aunt commanded while Sybil squeezed her hand.

      “Yes, Auntie.” Piper turned toward the stairs.
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      Barrett was listening to the doctor; the news wasn’t good.

      “She’s running a low-grade fever now. Started coughing blood,” the doctor said.

      Barrett tensed. What would happen to Piper if her mother passed away? She had her aunt, he reassured himself, but part of him wasn’t satisfied with that. If I married her, I could take care of her. That would be impossible. He could, at least, make sure she married well if he stayed to help. A small whimper came from the hall. He turned abruptly to see what was happening.

      Piper stood in the hall swaying on her feet. Barrett stepped out of her mother’s room. Without thinking, he collected her into his arms. Leaning against him, she tucked her head into his chest. She fit against him perfectly. “It’s all right.” He whispered in her ear.

      “It isn’t. I know it isn’t.” She let out a tiny sob. He crushed her up against him. Despite his best judgment, he leaned his cheek against her hair. So soft.

      “Piper. What are you doing?” Her aunt’s voice called from the stairs. The sound ruined the moment.

      “I-I w-was just…” Piper lifted her head and Barrett felt her try to move away. His arms tightened even as he told himself to let her go.

      “Piper simply needed some small measure of comfort. It has been a difficult day,” Barrett stepped in, offering up an explanation. While he understood the English need for propriety, he even cowed to some of his mother’s demands for it, now was not the time for Piper to be worried about what was proper.

      “Piper?” The single word from her aunt’s lips held a great deal of accusation. Barrett should have been calling a woman he had only known a day Miss Baker. He shouldn’t be holding her in his arms.

      Barrett’s lips thinned and he drew himself up, eyeing her with a measured glare. “Perhaps we should speak in private.”

      “I’ll call for tea.” Piper’s aunt looked down her nose at him before she turned on her heel and left again.

      Barrett sighed before his eyes returned to Piper, stroking her cheek. “Go sit with your mother. She’s asleep already. I’ll be back shortly.” Piper nodded and headed into the room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Barrett squared his shoulders. How in bloody hell had he gotten himself into this situation? Why didn’t he just walk out the damn door? Because he couldn’t just leave Piper. Every time he looked at her, he was compelled to touch her. He couldn’t ever remember being so instantly infatuated with a woman.

      And when he had seen her in a shift this morning. Bloody hell, it had nearly been his undoing. Every curve had been highlighted by the sunlight filtering in behind her. It took every ounce of his strength not to carry her off then and there. He had never wanted a woman so instantly and so completely.

      It was a dangerous game he was playing because he knew he couldn’t marry her. His family had arranged a marriage ages ago. Though there was no formal agreement, his father had made promises on Barrett’s behalf. Penelope could not be less suited to him but that was hardly the point. They’d have a few children to carry on the family line. Utterly boring.

      Even as he thought it he shook his head. He had been wildly successful in the States. His shipping business had made two fortunes. Enough to bolster his family and another besides. He couldn’t picture ever leaving that behind.

      He walked into the formal living room where tea was being served. The aunt and the cousin were there. Barrett quickly appraised the cousin. Sybil, he remembered her name.

      He could tell by Piper’s tone she thought Sybil had all the qualities that Piper herself lacked. He dismissed it. Sybil had none of the courage Piper possessed. She was beautiful, there was no doubt. But Piper could light a man on fire.

      Bloody hell, he was hardening at the thought of her auburn hair and her perfect pink shell lips. Those lips had been so soft.

      Sybil’s beauty was far colder. He turned to the aunt. His arms crossed over his chest. He had faced many haughty matrons. This one would not intimidate him.

      “Please have a seat. Would you care for some tea?” She coolly appraised him as she herself sat.

      “No, thank you,” he replied, equally cool. He chose to remain standing.

      “You’re a duke?” Her eyebrows lifted slightly as she took in his appearance. Her face held haughty disbelief. A ghost of a grin touched his lips. He looked every bit the sailor today and not even a little aristocratic. She was good.

      “My younger brother performs the duties.”

      “How unconventional,” she took a sip of her tea.

      “Yes,” he needn’t defend himself to this woman.

      She smiled then. “You certainly carry yourself like a member of the peerage.” It didn’t sound like a compliment.

      He cocked on eyebrow. “Thank you,” he replied anyway.

      “Why have you inserted yourself into my sister and my niece’s life?” she changed tactics.

      “I didn’t get your name, besides Aunt Lizzie of course. But I don’t think you would approve me addressing you as such.” He delivered his return blow with deadly ease.

      She gasped at the impropriety and Barrett tried not to roll his eyes. He hadn’t missed the formality of England and he wondered briefly if he could ever live there again.

      “Lady Elizabeth Vesser.” She sniffed slightly.

      Barrett could only guess she was the daughter of a nobleman but had not inherited the title. Sybil had a title but he had assumed it had been her father’s.

      “Lady Vesser, a pleasure.” He turned to Sybil. “Viscountess,” he addressed her title.

      “Pleasure, Your Grace,” she murmured as he turned back to the matriarch.

      Lady Vesser’s eyebrows rose slightly and she continued to assess him. He was sure she was planning her next form of attack.

      “Sybil, dear, could you give us a few minutes alone?” the older woman continued to look at him.

      “Of course,” the lady rose and walked out of the room.

      She turned back to Barrett. “Let’s not pretend. You are a rake. No respectful gentleman would have his hands all over my niece the way you did. Especially after having met her yesterday. You know Piper has no fortune so I can only assume you mean to ruin her.”

      Barrett nearly choked on his own spit. Nothing would please him more than taking Piper to bed. But he wouldn’t ruin her. The old lady had taken him by surprise though. Maybe Piper got her fire from her mother’s side. “I have no intentions toward your niece whatsoever. They were attacked by thieves yesterday,” he paused as Lady Vesser gasped. “I chased off the thieves and then, seeing the ladies were in distress, escorted them to their destination.”

      It was actually one of the more gentlemanly things he had done recently, if one didn’t count kissing Piper. And really, if he were honest, it had been a kiss befitting a virgin. Warm but brief. It hadn’t even involved tongues. He hardened again at the thought of Piper’s tongue. In his mouth, on his body. He gritted his teeth. Piper’s aunt should be worried, he thought ruefully.

      “That was kind,” she frowned as she spoke. It was obvious she didn’t like admitting it.

      “We then realized my mother and Mrs. Baker were girlhood friends. Upon learning it, Mrs. Baker asked if I might assist them.” He stopped. If he heeded Mrs. Baker’s request and helped Piper into the upper crust of New York’s society, he would have to tell this aunt about the specifics of Mrs. Baker’s request. But he wouldn’t do it now.

      “I see. By assist you mean escorting them here?” She looked at him pointedly. Damn, the woman was good.

      “She has made some additional requests,” he answered vaguely, meeting her glance.

      “What were they?” Her eyebrows rose to her hairline.

      The woman was persistent. He would give her that. Barrett cleared his throat, “She asked me to help ease Piper’s transition into society and to keep an eye on her until she finds a husband.” He rubbed his neck. This part of the conversation was making him more uncomfortable than any other.

      “I see,” she gave him a sharp look.

      “Let’s talk about Mrs. Baker’s care. I have hired the doctor to stay on and care for her, provided you will permit him in your house.”

      She looked surprised, “Of course. That is most generous.”

      “I was planning on leaving the city after a brief stop but I will stay to be of any assistance I can.” He frowned at his own words. When had he decided to heed Mrs. Baker’s requests?

      “Again, that is most generous.” Her tone had softened.

      “My mother would want it that way.” He shrugged, moving to the window.

      “Do you usually do what your mother wants?” Lady Vesser’s tone dripped with disbelief.

      He smiled despite himself. He actually liked this woman. “Not usually, no. I would like to say goodbye to Miss Baker before I leave. But with your permission, I would like to check in with them again tomorrow.”

      “Provided that goodbye is chaperoned, I will permit it.” She pursed her lips.

      He quirked his eyebrows. “How do you feel about having two young girls to see through society?”

      He could see the hesitation in her eyes. “I didn’t have children of my own. If they were two normal girls it would be fine but…”

      He understood. She had been strapped with two beautiful women who would send the men of New York into a frenzy. “Shall we head upstairs? I have business I have been neglecting all day.”
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      Barrett walked back into the bedroom. Piper sat next to her sleeping mother. Her head was bent. Her eyes were closed. The woman coughed in her sleep and Piper snapped to attention and pulled the covers up tighter around her mother’s figure. A little of Barrett’s heart broke to watch her care for the other woman.

      “Piper, dear. Mr. Maddox would like to say goodbye,” her aunt called from the door.

      “You’re leaving?” Panic laced her voice as her eyes sought his. Every time he looked at her, he wanted to pull her close. What was happening to him?

      A part of him was tempted to stay with her, to soothe her, but he had to leave. Spending this much time with her was dangerous. “Yes, Miss Baker. But I will be back tomorrow or the next day to check on you both.” He reached his hand down, she lifted hers up. They held hands for a moment and then he slipped his out of her grasp.

      He walked out the door and Piper slumped down in her chair. “Miss Baker,” Dr. Thompson called.

      “Yes.” Her voice sounded desperate but Barrett straightened his shoulders. He had to leave her.

      “You should leave your mother be. Most consumption patients are quarantined so they don’t get others sick. She’ll be fine. I will look after her.”

      “And do what?” Barrett stopped in the doorway; he could hear the panic in her voice.

      Lady Vesser eyed him from the hall. “Come along, Your Grace.”
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      Barrett kept his promise and visited the next day. Piper sat in the morning room with her cousin and her aunt. She wanted to be upstairs, but Dr. Thompson had ushered her out of the room. Now she felt useless and afraid.

      The butler walked into the room, hands at his sides. “A Mr. Maddox is here to see Miss Baker.”

      Her aunt’s lips pursed but she responded, “Please send him in.”

      “No need.” Barrett’s voice rumbled from behind the butler.

      Her aunt huffed, but Piper tucked her head and grinned. His disregard for social convention was going to drive Aunt Lizzie mad.

      The ladies rose and curtseyed as Barrett bowed. He walked next to her side and took her hand, giving it a kiss.

      “How are you?” His eyes pierced into her.

      “I…I…” she felt tears pricking at her eyes but she was absolutely not going to cry. Straightening her shoulders, she met his gaze. “Fine.”

      He gave her a soft smile and approval shone in his eyes. Then he turned to the other two women. “Lady Vesser, Viscountess, it’s a pleasure to see you both again.”

      Everyone sat and Piper glanced down at the embroidery still in her hand. It was a mess. She set it aside and looked at the man in front of her, “It was most kind of you to visit today.” Her body’s response to him was becoming familiar but she wondered why he had come. While she drew strength from his presence, she understood he had more than filled his obligation to her and her mother.

      As usual, his eyes were studying her intently. She glanced at Sybil, whose eyebrows were inching up her forehead. By contrast, her aunt’s were drawing tighter together in a frown of disapproval.

      “How is your mother?” His voice was low and it washed over her in a comforting tone. She didn’t dare speak so she simply shook her head.

      Her aunt rescued her from answering. “Her condition continues to worsen.”

      “And how are you really? Don’t say fine, I know it isn’t true.” His tone was even softer.

      Piper was sinking into sadness. Even Barrett’s presence wasn’t helping. Her aunt had insisted on pulling her out to a dress shop that morning. Piper had left without any dresses. While her current wardrobe was not suited to the social gatherings she would attend, it seemed so frivolous.

      “She wouldn’t even shop this morning,” Sybil whispered.

      “I can’t bring myself to care.” Her voice shook.

      Her aunt had sniffed and said, “You’re half English. We always care.”

      To keep the tears at bay, she swallowed a few times. Being in Barrett’s company left her with the oddest sensation. While she could barely make eye contact, she wanted nothing more than to feel his strong arms around her again. That was impossible. He could never marry her and she would only be with the man who took her for his wife.

      “If there is anything I can do to help.”

      “Mr. Maddox, you have done a great deal more than I could have ever expected. I don’t know how to thank you.” She kept her eyes on the floor. She was sure if she looked at him, she would fall apart. Or throw herself at him.

      “Of course.” He stayed for another half hour making small talk and then took his leave.

      Piper exhaled as he left the room and tossed herself into a chair. Without him there, she was sad, but it was a feeling she could manage. With him sitting in front of her, she was on the verge of losing control. Barrett did not call again but later in the day, a parcel arrived. It held a beautiful shawl for evenings out. “Who is it from?” She looked at her aunt.

      “Mr. Maddox, of course,” her aunt replied fingering the garment.

      Piper’s eyebrows rose. It was terribly improper for him to be sending her gifts. Why wasn’t her aunt more concerned?

      The next day, day dresses arrived. Each was a perfect shade of blue, pale green, or cream. Her aunt insisted she try one on and it fit her perfectly. How did he know her size?

      Another more important question nagged at her, why was he sending them?

      Only one conclusion came to her mind. He wanted her to become his mistress. He was clearly attracted to her or he wouldn’t have kissed her. And wasn’t that the reason an unmarried man gave an unmarried woman gifts?

      The next day, stockings, shoes, and corsets arrived. Then hats, gloves, and ribbons.

      She tossed the new boxes on her bed with a huff. How dare he be so bold? She would never become his mistress.

      Piper was whipping herself into a frenzy. A little voice told her it was a distraction from worrying after her mother.

      By the third day, she had lost all perspective and her temper.

      “Piper,” her aunt called from the door. “Come downstairs. Packages have arrived for you.”

      “Packages?” She glowered at Aunt Lizzie.

      “Come see,” the other woman smiled, ignoring her anger.

      Piper descended the stairs to see boxes being stacked in the entry. “What is all of this?”

      The butler looked at her with a bored expression. “They are addressed to you from Mr. Maddox.”

      “What?” she eyed the piles of boxes filling the room. All of her emotion coalesced into a single feeling she could not possibly accept another gift from him. Just by accepting them, she would be compromised if anyone ever found out. “Take them back. All of them. Load them in the carriage.”

      “Piper,” her aunt called from behind her. “That isn’t necessary. We have made sure everything is proper.”

      “Mr. Maddox has been too generous already. I can’t accept this.” She watched as each box was loaded back into Barrett’s carriage. She stood at the door, her anger boiling over. How dare he make such assumptions? How dare he think he could buy her like this? When every box was piled in, Piper made a sudden decision. She was going to tell him exactly why she couldn’t take the dresses. She made a dash for the carriage herself.

      “Piper. What are you doing?” her aunt’s exasperated voice called.

      “Returning these, I will be back shortly.” She hopped into the carriage with all of the boxes stacked around her.

      She could hear her aunt coming out of the house calling to her. “Piper, this isn’t proper.”

      Piper pulled down the shades. If no one saw her then no one would know. Her aunt would know, of course. Aunt Lizzie would be furious with her tonight. And, if she got caught, she would be ruined. She bit her lip. But it was too late to turn back now. Besides, Barrett needed to know he couldn’t make such assumptions about her. Yes, she had let him kiss her but she had been terribly vulnerable. He needed to be set straight.

      She pulled up to Barrett’s house and her mouth nearly fell open. Her cousin had a lovely home in New York but Barrett had a palace. A really large one right on Fifth Avenue. She entered a stately set of gates and Piper breathed a little easier as the gates swung closed. No one would know she was here.

      She kept forgetting Barrett was so wealthy. His dress was more casual than the peerage and his manner was direct. But his boat, his home, they spoke of wealth and affluence she had never experienced. Her mother had, but not Piper.

      As the carriage pulled up, a butler stepped out. Piper peeked out as the man stepped up to speak with the driver. Seconds later the door snapped open. “May I help you?”

      Piper started in surprise. He was American. “Yes, I am here to see Mr. Maddox.” She cleared her throat as she talked.

      “His Grace is in a meeting right now. You will have to wait.” He somehow looked down his nose at her even as he looked up into the carriage.

      Well, he might be American but he did an awfully good job of being judgmental. She looked down at herself and blushed. He had a good reason to judge. She was not fit for such a visit. She had dashed out so quickly she had neither gloves nor hat. Her dress was very simple and her hair was only loosely pulled back.

      He ushered her into the house and then into a drawing room. Piper stood in the massive room and looked around. It had a cold beauty. She picked a chair and perched on it, while trying her best to look like she was comfortable and relaxed. She had spent a great deal of time with the aristocrats of England but she never got over the feeling she didn’t quite belong. While Barrett didn’t make her feel that way, his home most certainly did.

      Barely a minute had passed when the door slammed open. It was so like Barrett to come crashing into a room. The thought melted some of her anger. A laugh tickled the inside of her cheeks. She held the laugh in but couldn’t quite keep the smile off her face.

      His look went from black to perplexed. “Why are you here? And why are you smiling?”

      “Do you always enter a situation with two pistols drawn? Literally and figuratively?” Her shoulders shook with suppressed laughter and it felt so good.

      He returned the look. “Maybe. Some women are intimidated by that, you know.”

      She gave him a look of mock surprise. “Intimidated by you?” Piper stood to greet him and he crossed the room. “I know you wouldn’t hurt me.”

      He moved until their bodies were just inches apart. His look was hungry and Piper nearly stepped back. “Perhaps you should be a little more afraid of me.”

      She straightened, “I suppose I am. At least what you could do to my reputation. That is why I am returning the dresses. A woman such as myself couldn’t be seen—”

      “Out in public, without gloves or hat, at a man’s house, unchaperoned?” He crossed his arms.

      She blushed deeply. “Point taken. I simply could not take such a generous gift. You have already given my mother so much.”

      “Piper, just take the dresses.” He uncrossed his arms and one hand reached to cup her cheek.

      “To what end?” She would not let him break her concentration. She was angry with him and she would do well to remember it. Why did she lose all of her senses around him?

      A seductive smile flitted across his lips. “Are you asking me if I want you to be in my bed? The answer is most definitely yes.”

      Piper gasped. At that moment she went to step away but his other hand came to her waist and held her firm. She pulled harder, wanting to put some space between them. She should be outraged by his words but his proximity only filled her with longing. She would never become a man’s mistress but it was hard to be indignant with his clean masculine scent wrapping itself around her.

      “Do I expect it in payment for the dresses? No, I do not. If you ever wanted to, of your own free will, then that is another matter.” His lips bent toward her and she turned her head away. They brushed her collarbone instead. Chills ran down her spine but she kept her body stiffened away from him.

      “I would never.” She breathed out and her hands came to his chest to push him away. It was like trying to move a brick wall. He didn’t even budge

      “I know. Which is why I will help you find a proper husband because it’s what is best for you.” He pulled her body closer despite her attempts to push him away. She pushed harder. The only thing worse than being his mistress was having him pick another man to be her husband. It was utterly ridiculous. Why would he do that?

      “You would help me marry someone else?” Her voice was raspy but it held her disappointment as his lips travelled from her collarbone to her neck. In some small part of her mind, Piper had hoped her mother was right and he would marry her, despite the fact she wasn’t titled. “Barrett. Please, I can’t do this…” But his mouth moving against her skin was addling her brain. She couldn’t think anymore and her resistance was weakening.

      “Shhh, love.” His hand travelled up her ribcage, just grazing her breast. She gasped at the sensation but his hand continued upward to rest on the exposed skin of her collarbone. His fingers traced patterns on the skin as his lips feathered kisses on her cheek.

      “Stop.” It came out in a breathy plea. His lips reached the corner of her mouth and hers parted without meaning to. She felt him smile against her. “Piper. My beautiful, fiery Piper. So proper and yet so reckless. How can that be?”

      His lips came down on hers and she sighed into them. It felt so good to have his lips pressed against her own. Warm and soft, it was both comforting and exciting. He raised his mouth and then lowered it again. His lips pressed harder. He broke contact again for a split second and then his mouth came down more insistently. He pushed her lips apart and his tongue gently probed hers. Fire shot through her, right down to her core. She moaned softly and Barrett gathered her closer.

      Her hands travelled up his chest, around his neck, and into his hair. She wound her finger in it and then pulled him closer as his tongue probed deeper.

      While his tongue continued his assault, his hands roamed across her body. They were in her hair and down her back, rubbing it. The ache in her core built and she pressed closer to him. She forgot everything but the comfort and excitement of his arms around her. She held on tighter to him.

      His hands moved further down until they cupped her buttocks. He lifted and pressed her lower body closer to his own. She could feel his manhood against her belly. It was like a bucket of cold water being dumped on her.

      “Barrett!” she gasped as her lips broke free and she yanked herself away. She stepped back and hit the chair she had been sitting in with the back of her legs. It knocked her off balance and she was forced to sit on the seat to not fall.

      He stepped closer and put his hands on the arms of the chair. His faced leaned toward hers. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” Piper tried to duck under his arm to get out of the chair and put some space between them but he grabbed her wrist. He pulled her back into his arms as she tried to push at his chest. “Barrett, what are you doing?” She wasn’t afraid of him. But she did need to put a stop to this.

      “Bloody bollocks, I don’t know,” he buried his face in her neck again, his lips kissing her sensitive skin.

      “You have to stop. You know I can’t do this. My mother would be…” His lips stilled on her skin.

      “Do you need some assistance, miss?” A voice called from the door. A deep, young male voice. Piper stilled, frightened at being caught in a man’s arms.

      “What the hell are you doing in here?” Barrett lifted his head but continued to hold her. She tried to pull away but his arms turned to bands of steel.

      “I could ask you the same,” the voice returned.

      “Barrett,” her voice was a soft whisper but it held her fear. She balled her hands into fists, holding the front of his shirt.

      “Hush love, he is a far worse rake than myself and therefor very good at keepings a lady’s secrets. But he is intruding where he is not wanted so I am going to have to pummel him as soon as you leave.” Barrett gave her one more squeeze. Then slowly he unfurled his arms from around her.

      She felt like her legs were made of jelly but she forced herself to stand and turn to face the man in the doorway. Barrett kept his hands at her waist and when she had turned, he pulled her back against his body.

      The man in the doorway was the most classically handsome man she had ever seen. Blond hair and sparkling green eyes assessed her over a straight nose and full lips. Piper resisted the urge to check her hair with her hands. She was sure it was mussed after Barrett’s attentions.

      “Well, aren’t you a picture of perfection.” He smiled angelically.

      “I highly doubt it. Do you always flatter the ladies so?” Piper cocked one eyebrow at him.

      He laughed, rumbling from his chest and she felt Barrett laughing too, although he was silent.

      “Ladies as stunning as you, always.” He moved from the doorway. “I’m Ethan Wright, it’s a pleasure.” He bowed slightly and Piper acknowledged it with a nod of her head.

      “Ethan, this is Miss Piper Baker. Piper, Ethan is a business associate of mine.” Barrett was tucking her hair back into some of her pins as he spoke. Ethan didn’t seem the least distracted by it and Piper momentarily felt as though she had entered another world.

      “You are both so calm, do you do this often?” She half turned toward Barrett.

      “No,” Barrett said. At the same moment Ethan said, “Yes.”

      Piper sighed and tried to push herself away from Barrett but his arm wrapped around her waist and held her fast. “Why won’t you let me go?” She stamped her foot in exasperation.

      “He’s afraid to let you loose in my presence.” Ethan smiled even more angelically.

      Piper looked back at Barrett who was actually grimacing. “Why?” her voice was incredulous.

      “Why are there dress boxes stacked in your entry?” Ethan responded with a question of his own.

      Piper blushed a deep shade of pink and Ethan cocked an eyebrow. Barrett answered, his voice surly. “None of your business.”

      “Were you trying to buy her affection and when she refused you thought simply to force yourself on her?” Ethan grinned as he gave this accounting.

      “The dresses were a gift to her mother. What Mrs. Baker decided to do with them was her business. It is perfectly respectable. If you must know, Piper and her mother are family friends and I was simply helping them.”

      “By searching her mouth with your tongue?” Ethan smiled, turning wicked then.

      “Sir!” Piper pulled away from Barrett. He let her go. Her shoulders were straight as she walked up to him. “I appreciate you have caught me in a delicate situation but please do not say such things.”

      “Ethan. Miss Baker must maintain her reputation. Her mother is gravely ill and if she does not marry this season…” Barrett stopped talking.

      “Well Miss Baker, if a husband is what you need then let me present myself as a suitor.” Ethan bowed to her looking completely sincere. Piper stopped to consider him again. He did not make her feel the way Barrett did but she had received far worse offers.

      Barrett growled behind her. Piper stopped momentarily in surprise but then she returned a wicked grin of her own.

      “Most kind. Thank you.” She turned back to Barrett. “If I can get a proposal looking like this, surely I won’t need those dresses.”

      Barrett charged between the two of them. “Ethan, I am going to kill you. You lay one finger…” Barrett turned back to her, “As I said. They were a gift to your mother. Therefore, they are not yours to return.” He walked next to her again. His hand lightly pressed to the small of her back. “You will take them home. Wear the cream one tomorrow night.”

      “What are you talking about?” Her mouth formed a thin line.

      “The Westchester Ball, didn’t your aunt tell you? I am escorting your family.” He looked exasperated.

      Her mouth dropped open. “You cannot come with us.” No one in her family had mentioned the ball or the fact that Barrett would be escorting them. It was a terrible idea. How could they keep their hands to themselves for an entire evening?

      “Of course I am coming with you.” He waved his hand to dismiss her comment.

      Piper stared at Barrett. She could feel his jealousy over Ethan rolling off him in waves. She walked up to Ethan and struck her most perfect pose. Her shoulders straight, her back curved. One hand delicately holding out her skirt. Her lashes fluttered and she let a small laugh trill across the room. Barrett started growling again. “Mr. Wright would you do me the honor of a dance?” A lady would never ask a man but she was making a point.

      “I most graciously accept.” He did his best English accent as he bowed. Ethan’s hand reached for her waist but before he could get it there, Barrett stepped next to him and grabbed his hand. “I told you what I would do if you touched her.”

      Piper dropped her façade, “Are you going to beat every man who asks me to dance?”

      He was momentarily surprised. Then he grimaced as he rubbed the back of his neck with his hand.

      Piper sighed. She had made her point. Well the last one anyway. “I should return to my mother. It was nice to meet you, Mr. Wright. I am sure my mother will thank you for the dresses, Mr. Maddox.” He was right, she couldn’t refuse a gift to her mother. While he was not directly propositioning her to be his mistress, he wasn’t denying it either. And because he offered to help her find a suitable husband, he had no intention of asking her himself yet he kissed her at every opportunity. When had her life gotten so complicated?
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