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London, 1813 

“It ain’t proper. You’re acting no better than a brazen hussy,” the woman beside Charlotte grumbled. 

“You hear me, Miss Charlotte?”

Charlotte stopped in front of a dilapidated gray building on Thames Street near London’s Custom House. “Yes, Addy.” She’d heard her maid loud and clear all the way across the Atlantic Ocean. Six weeks of Addy’s huffing and harrumphing, and Charlotte was ready to use the braided cords of her reticule to strangle the woman. Looking down at the small shabby pouch she held in one gloved hand, Charlotte mused that the frayed braiding would probably snap if she so much as yanked it closed too quickly. The slim strings had no hope of holding up against Addy’s solid neck. Gingerly pulling the black reticule open, Charlotte glanced a last time at the smeared address on a crumpled yellow paper, then stuffed it back inside. 

“Look around you, girl. This ain’t no place for a lady,” Addy said. 

Charlotte took a quick survey of their surroundings and didn’t argue. They’d been in London all of three hours and she’d yet to escape the smell of rotting fish, unwashed bodies, and stale liquor. She and Addy had departed their ship at the London docks, trailing their scant luggage behind them as they made their way past the Tower of London and into the city. 

As they’d walked, the terrain and the inhabitants had become steadily rougher. Charlotte couldn’t imagine this city at night. It was dangerous in the sunlight—or at least what passed for sunlight in England’s fog-shrouded capital. 

Thank George Washington that they had finally arrived. She tried not to wonder why the building before them looked more like a dockside tavern than a residence. “Well, we’re here now,” Charlotte said. 

“We’re here? You ain’t really going to knock on that door?” Addy asked. “Of course, you are. Your head is as hard as a cast iron pot,” she mumbled. 

Charlotte frowned at her. “Oh, hush. You’re the stubborn one. You didn’t have to come. I gave you your papers.”

Addy looked offended as she always did when Charlotte mentioned Addy might have taken her freedom and gone to New York or Philadelphia. “As though I’d leave you to cross the ocean alone.”

Charlotte reminded herself Addy had always protected her, and now it was her turn to help Addy. “I keep telling you I’m trying to make things better.”

“We can make do without charity from Cade Pettigru. Troublesome rascal.” She muttered the last. 

“Addy, Cade is a good man, and he’s been a good friend to our family for years. We can trust him, and we need his help.” She didn’t add that he was very likely their last hope. 

Addy straightened to her full height, which was almost six feet. “Chicken spit. I’m satisfied with a roof over my head and a new shawl. Oh, and I could do with a heap of some simple home-cooked food.” 

Charlotte winced at the reference to the repulsive fare they’d endured on the long sea voyage. The main staple had been cabbage soup, and Charlotte, who’d never cared for cabbage, had been forced to abandon it for bread and water after one particularly noxious bowl made her violently ill. She, too, longed for the delights of home—cornbread, sweet potatoes, fried chicken. Most especially she longed for the warmth and friendliness of Charleston. She hated these English with their harsh accents and arrogant manners. 

But she would endure them. One glance at Addy reminded Charlotte of her reasons. The expensive shawl Addy had received as a gift from Charlotte’s father and had always treasured was now little more than a rag, and Addy’s dress was wrinkled and dusty. But worse than Addy’s scuffed shoes and tattered shawl was her face. Her dark skin was heavily lined with weariness, giving her cheeks the appearance of the hull of a shipwreck—a once-proud vessel left to wither in the sun. 

Charlotte turned back to the gray ramshackle building and took a deep breath. If only Addy knew how much Charlotte hated surprising Cade like this, how low and common she felt asking him for money, Addy wouldn’t be so hard on her. What if Charlotte asked him to be her new business partner, and he turned her down? It would be beyond humiliating. But Charlotte could see no other way. She was responsible for Addy, and she would not allow the older woman to suffer any more than she already had.

Charlotte pinched her cheeks to heighten their color and righted her bonnet, tucking up the loose red tendrils of her hair. “We’re here now, Addy, and I know you’ve missed Cade as much as I have.” 

Addy gave her a look that said she’d missed the rambunctious young man about as much as she missed changing Charlotte’s diapers when she’d been a babe. 

Charlotte held up a hand before Addy could expound on the subject. “This is the direction Mr. Porcher gave me.” She looked up and down the street, noting the trash and offal littering the ground under the windows of the dilapidated houses. “I hope this is correct.” It certainly didn’t look like where she’d imagined Cade living. 

Addy huffed. “We’ve been over land, over water, in carriages, on foot, and even on those godforsaken beasts.” She pointed at a horse and rider clopping toward them through the crowds of dirty people. “We’re here, and if you’re dead set against turning around, best get it done with. The sooner you go in that door, the sooner we can go home.” 

“Not much home to go back to,” Charlotte murmured, and the feeling of loss pierced her gut like the sharp point of a dagger. “But if we can convince Cade to invest, everything will be like it used to.” 

“Your heart is too soft, Miss Charlotte. Those people ain’t your friends. When you lost all that money, they disappeared fast as a pitcher of lemon water on a hot day.” 

Shame and humiliation heated Charlotte’s cheeks, and she looked down at her worn boots, the toes of which poked from beneath the skirt of her dress. 

With a sigh, she straightened her shoulders and took a step forward, then paused as behind them the hoofbeats from the approaching horse slowed. Charlotte and Addy glanced around as the rider reined in his mount and swept his beaver hat from his dark curls. “Do my eyes deceive me, or is that Miss Charlotte Katherine Burton from Charleston, South Carolina, standing on my walk?” 

The nervousness in Charlotte’s belly flitted away, and the sun pierced the skies above them. 

“The one and only. But you, Mr. Cade Pettigru, are a knight on a white horse.” She fluttered her eyelashes, mocking the flirtatious Southern belles back home, and heard Addy grumble, “It ain’t proper.” 

Charlotte ignored her. She needed a knight right now, and Cade was as close as they came. His horse was indeed so pale a gray as to appear white, and sitting astride the beast, Cade looked magnificent in leather breeches, knee-high leather boots, and a fine blue riding coat. 

He threw his leg over his horse and jumped down. When he stepped closer, even Addy had to crane her neck to peer up at the tan, dark-eyed Southern gentleman. Looking at him was a biting reminder of her brother, and Charlotte’s resolve not to cry faltered. She could only pray that Cade was the balm she needed for her tear-swollen eyes. 

He opened his arms to her, and Charlotte went willingly, laughing as he tightened the embrace into a bear hug, then swung her around until her feet left the ground and her dress belled around her. Charlotte squealed, and Addy said, “Lord Almighty! Mr. Pettigru, you let Miss Charlotte go.” But Charlotte cried out with pleasure. It had been more than five years since he’d swung her around like this. She’d been eighteen and without a worry in the world. For a moment, she was transported back to that carefree time. 

Finally Cade released her and made a bow to Addy. Before Addy could chastise him further, however, he gathered her up and repeated his welcome. Thankfully, his treatment of Addy was somewhat more reserved. When he’d set Addy down and taken Charlotte’s gloved hands in his again, she squeezed his fingers and said, “I can’t believe it’s really you, Cade. I can’t believe how good you look.” 

He winked at her. “And you’ve grown into a fine woman. What are you doing here, and why didn’t you write? I would have arranged for us to meet somewhere more suitable.” 

“I’m glad you didn’t. I have something of a delicate nature to discuss with you.” 

Cade raised a brow. “I see. Business or pleasure, Lottie?” 

Charlotte smiled. How long had it been since someone had called her by that childhood endearment? 

“Lord Almighty,” Addy wailed when Charlotte’s smile wobbled. “Now don’t you start crying again, Miss Charlotte.” Addy pulled out her ever-present handkerchief. “Don’t you dare start, sugar.” Through the tears she was desperately attempting to hold back, Charlotte saw Addy give Cade a look that would have wilted cotton. “Now look what you did, Mr. Cade.” 

Cade opened his mouth, closed it, then seemed to take careful note of Charlotte. She tried to look cheerful, but she knew that nothing could turn the somber bonnet and the black bombazine day dress into a pretty cap and gay ball gown or make her red, puffy eyes sparkle as they used to. He put his hand on her elbow. “Come inside. I don’t have much time, but I’ll do what I can.” 

After a quick perusal of the street, he hurried them and the luggage inside the building, shutting the door and locking it behind her. Charlotte had the distinct sense that he didn’t want her there, and once inside she saw why. The place was indeed a tavern. It was still too early in the day to boast any customers, but the signs of their presence the night before flourished. Chairs and tables were overturned and those that stood upright were caked with thick, sticky residue. Broken glass littered the floor, and a large gray thing— Charlotte prayed it was a cat—scurried through a crack in the wall. 

Cade navigated the public room with ease and showed Charlotte and Addy to an office in the back that held a desk and a large divan, pushed against a dingy window. 

Charlotte stood in the doorway, finding it difficult to conceive of Cade working here. It was so different from the ornate Pettigru house in Charleston. Cade followed Charlotte inside, then hollered for a woman called Bess. No one appeared. Cade called again, and Charlotte took advantage of his distraction to give Addy a meaningful look, which she, of course, ignored. 

Charlotte knew her maid was intent on playing the chaperone, but now that she’d finally found Cade, Charlotte did not want to wait to speak to him. Not to mention, sending Addy after the errant Bess was a good way to ensure she had Cade to herself. Charlotte reached over and pinched Addy’s arm. Addy scooted away. 

“Where could she be?” Cade said, walking toward the office door. Charlotte reached out and pinched Addy again. Hard. 

“Ow!” 

Cade turned, looking at Addy with a puzzled frown, while Charlotte tried to stare Addy into compliance. Finally she capitulated. “Mr. Cade, you and Miss Charlotte sit there and talk. Lord knows I can find my way around a kitchen well enough to make two cups of tea. I’ll be a minute.” She looked at Charlotte. “A very short minute.” 

“Thank you, Addy,” Charlotte said sweetly, settling herself on the long divan. It creaked in distress, and Charlotte prayed it would not collapse. When Addy was gone, Cade crossed the room and leaned against the desk so that he faced her. His eyes flicked to the window, and a shadow passed over his features, but then he smiled at her and the darkness was gone. She returned the smile, and he shook his head. “She hasn’t changed a bit. Makes me miss my own mammy back home. She’d whip me faster than a fish on a June bug.” 

“Lot of good it did,” Charlotte said. “You and Thomas were the scourge of Charleston with all your pranks.” As soon as she’d spoken her brother’s name, Charlotte’s chest tightened, and she put a hand to her lips to quell their trembling. 

Cade knelt beside her. “Lottie, what’s happened? Tell me.” 

She shook her head, her voice failing her. She felt as though her throat were in the clutches of a ruthless taskmaster, intent upon squeezing every last ounce of grief from her. Finally she managed to whisper, “Oh, Cade.” 

He gathered her in his arms, holding her while she wept. She’d cried enough tears to float a ship, and the ocean of salty rivulets running down her cheeks hadn’t changed anything. All the tears in the sea wouldn’t bring her father and Thomas back, wouldn’t restore her to the carefree days of the past. Cade patted her shoulder and shushed her, and Charlotte hiccupped. This was what she’d wanted, what she’d needed from Cade. 

“Was it the British?” Cade asked finally, leaning back to look in her face. She nodded, and he swore. “I told your father he was a fool and a half. Leaving you home and risking his ships and skinny neck for a pile of lace, silk, and French wine.” 

Charlotte nodded. She, too, had pleaded with her father and brother to cease the illegal smuggling runs, but with the British blockade strangling all trade, the value of European goods was too high to resist. “We needed the money,” she murmured. “Prices in Charleston—” She waved a hand as though to indicate exorbitance too excessive to put into words. She left out mention of her father’s gambling debt entirely, for that remembrance was a price too high for even her shattered pride. 

“And you’ve come to me for help.” Cade’s look was grim, and Charlotte knew it would turn grimmer still when she told him the true state of affairs. Cade remembered her as the spoiled Southern belle. He had no knowledge of how she’d begged and scraped and lowered herself to keep the family together. And in the end her efforts weren’t enough. The house on Legare Street, the family’s savings, the last vestiges of social respect—gone. Snatched away with the bang of the cannon and the slow sinking of The Glory. Had it really been only a year ago she’d received word? It felt like yesterday. The pain in her belly, fresh and raw, hit home like a dagger plunged to the hilt. 

“I didn’t know where else to turn,” she began, but Cade shushed her. 

“You did right to come to me. But as you can see, I—” He looked away, listening intently. 

“What is it?” Charlotte began. Suddenly there was a crash from the public room, and the sound of Addy screeching. Charlotte would have sprung to her feet, but she was grasped from behind in a viselike grip that all but stripped her of breath. In the shock of the moment, it took several heartbeats before she realized that her attacker was behind the divan and had probably been hiding there. Looking to Cade, she made a strangled cry of need, but he did not hear. He had a pistol in his hand and was staring at the office door. She watched as Cade rounded the desk, pulled out a drawer, grasped a sheaf of papers, and stuffed them into his waistcoat, never taking his eyes from the door. 

The door flew open and two men burst in with pistols pointing at Cade. One’s face was disguised by a high collar and an old-fashioned Elizabethan hat pulled low over his eyes. The other’s collar was still turned up, but he must have lost his hat because Charlotte could see he had blond hair and an angry expression. The blond one ordered Cade to drop his weapon. Cade shook his head. 

“Dewhurst. I should have known.” He turned to Charlotte, and his eyes widened as he noted the arm about her neck. Then he raised and pointed his pistol at her. Her heart stopped, causing a sharp pain to lance her chest. Then he fired, and the window behind her exploded in a shower of glass. Her assailant cried out as glass shards pierced his skin, and his hold on her loosened. Cade leaped forward, knocked the man’s hand away from her throat, and grasped her wrist. 

“Lottie, listen to me.” He tried to force her to rise, but, paralyzed with fear, she couldn’t move. 

Charlotte wanted to scream, but the authority in Cade’s voice was too compelling to resist. She stared at him. 

“I must go, but know this. I will come back for you. I will come!” He kissed her hard, then released her just as the man behind the divan reached forward and caught her skirt again. Then she was tumbling down, her fall broken with the thud of her head against the floor. 

The world fell down around her. She heard glass crunching beneath boots, muffled voices, shouts, and gunfire. Cade was beside her, struggling with the man behind the divan, and Charlotte took the opportunity to roll away. There was another gunshot, and just when she was certain the next bullet would be for her, she was grabbed by another man, hauled to her knees, and dragged across the room. She fought to rise to her feet, and when she finally succeeded, he was yelling at her. 

She gaped at him. It was the blond man Cade had recognized, and this close he resembled a golden angel. 

“I say, stop flailing about,” the angel said again. “You’re ruining my tailcoat.” He pulled her to her feet. “Can you stand, or shall I be forced to prop you up all afternoon?” 

“I—I can stand.” 

The angel nodded and released his hold. She stepped back, surveying the destruction with amazement. Cade was gone, and she couldn’t imagine how he’d escaped, unless—had he gone through the shattered window? Not only had the window been smashed, the divan was overturned, books and papers lay scattered on the floor, and there was a man with a pool of blood around his head lying not a foot from where she’d fallen. With a jolt, Charlotte clutched the thin fabric of her dress. Cade had deserted her. 

I will come back for you. Trembling and petrified, Charlotte held on to Cade’s words like a lifeboat in stormy seas. 

“You’re not going to faint, are you?” the angel said. Charlotte was in no danger of fainting, but she had to shove her fist up against her lips because she was in serious danger of screaming. The man gave her a stern look. “And don’t cry.” He turned to his companion. “How is he?” 

The other man knelt on the floor beside the bloodied man and shook his head. “Pettigru, that bastard, shot him before he went out the window. He’s dead.” 

Charlotte turned away, inadvertently landing in the angel’s arms. She tried to step away, but he took her elbow and held fast. 

“This is a mare’s nest,” the angel said to his companion. “Pettigru’s escaped, the neighbors have probably called the watch, and where the devil did this bird come from?” He shook her arm, and Charlotte realized she must be the bird. 

“Damned if I know,” the other man said, standing and wiping the blood from his hands on a rag. He removed his hat and lowered his collar then, and Charlotte was amazed at how much he resembled the angel. His eyes, a startling blue, met hers, and his angry expression changed to an engaging smile. “ ‘What lady’s that, which doth enrich the hand of yonder knight?’ ” 

Charlotte blinked in confusion. Beside her, the angel muttered, “Oh, dash it. Not now.” 

The angel’s companion came closer. He was dressed in Venetian breeches, a white shirt with pleated ruffles, and—Charlotte narrowed her eyes—a doublet? “ ‘O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright! It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night as a rich jewel—’ ” 

“Stubble it, Romeo. We don’t have time for poetry at present.” 

His companion ignored him and took her free hand, kissed it, and said, “Sir Sebastian Middleton. Charmed to make your acquaintance.” 

Charlotte blinked again. A moment before, bullets had been flying and she’d been choking. Now this man was acting as though they were performing in a Shakespearean production. Had the lack of air caused her to hallucinate? 

No, she was still in Cade’s office, and there was still a dead man on the floor. Charlotte glanced at the angel beside her. “Is he mad?” She pointed to the man called Middleton. 

“Mad? Absolutely. No cure. We call the illness Fits of Shakespeare.” 

Charlotte wasn’t sure if she should laugh or express sympathy, but then there was another crash, and Charlotte turned to see Addy kick the office door open. Charlotte was thankful for the angel’s hand on her arm, especially when three huffing men burst in after Addy. Once inside, they pounced on Addy, and one of them, red-faced though younger and stronger than Addy, said, “Caught her, my lord.” He nodded to the angel. “She put up a fight.” 

“Wot’s going on in there?” Someone outside banged on the door. 

“Ah, that would be the neighbors and the welcome party I predicted,” the angel said. 

“What do we do with her?” one of the men holding Addy asked. 

“To the ship!” Middleton cried, extracting a sword from the belt around his waist and brandishing it like a pirate. 

“No!” Charlotte screamed at the same time the angel said, “Ship?” 

“We’ll never make it through the crowds with these two.” Middleton waved the sword at Charlotte and Addy. “The river’s the only way. We’ll sail for Westminster.” 

“No ships,” the angel said. Charlotte nodded. She had no intention of going anywhere with these lunatics. 

“Buck up, man,” Middleton said. “It’s only a little water.” And then he jumped through the window and motioned for the rest to follow. 

The angel’s grip tightened. “I suppose there’s nothing for it. Come on.” 

“No!” Charlotte protested. Who knew where this fallen angel and his demon followers might take her or what he might do to her and Addy? Apparently unaffected by her struggles, the angel pushed her forward. “Stop! Unhand me, sir.” She managed to wriggle one hand free and grabbed the desk, holding on until the angel wrested her away. She retaliated by biting his hand. 

He jumped back, shaking his hand incredulously. “Ow! Little hellion bit me!” 

But he’d released her, and she made for the divan, scrambling toward the door in a desperate bid to free herself. The angel caught her ankle and dragged her back, ruching her skirt to her knees. “Stop fighting.” 

She ignored him and fought harder. And then she felt him run a finger over the back of one knee, and she froze. “Stop fighting. There are worse things than leaving with us. Cease or I might begin to wonder if you’re this much of a hellcat in bed.” His breath tickled her neck, and the effect was complete paralysis. The angel took advantage of the truce and heaved her through the window, into Middleton’s waiting arms. 

And then, while Charlotte stood on the other side of the window, she saw the angel inside bow to Addy, and she could swear that the man who’d threatened her with violence a moment before said to Addy in a most charming voice, “After you, madam.” 

Addy looked confused but she obeyed, and soon the whole party was dashing toward the wharf a few yards away. There was a trim yacht tied there, and before Charlotte could even think of escape, much less plan one, she was belowdecks, thrust onto a berth, and the angel was standing above her with a length of rope. 

“I didn’t want to have to do this, but I can’t be seen about Town with teeth marks on my person. Not a’tall fashionable.” He made a move to take her arms and she glared, at which point his face turned hard and his voice harder. “I can see I shall have to be blunt with you. Bite me again, little hellion, and I’ll pull out your teeth.” 

Charlotte blinked, but she didn’t struggle this time when he took her arms and then proceeded to bind her wrists behind her back. 

“If you attempt another escape, I’ll be forced to bind your feet as well.” 

Charlotte took a shaky breath, pushing herself deeper into the berth and as far away from the devil’s angel as possible. Tears of exhaustion and fear threatened to spill forth, and she concentrated on keeping them at bay. With her hands tied, she felt vulnerable and defenseless, and she wished she could shrink until she was invisible. 

But who were these men anyway, and what had they wanted with Cade? Why had Cade run and left her and Addy to fend for themselves? The angel was binding Addy now, but he was being far more civil to her servant. “You must forgive me for this,” he was saying. And then he asked, “Are those too tight?” 

Charlotte scowled. He hadn’t asked her if her bindings were too tight. Insolent Brit. She wanted to kick him, tear his eyes out. As though he could read her mind, the angel turned from Addy and fixed jade green eyes on her. And for the first time, Charlotte saw him clearly. 

George Washington, he was no mere angel. Archangel was a more apt description of this man with golden locks. Perhaps fallen angel might do, as his hair was in disarray and long enough that it curled about his neck. But his nose was straight and patrician, cheekbones high and pronounced, eyes accented by slashing brows, a shade darker than his hair color. His eyes on her were intent, his mouth tight. “What is your name?” he asked. The low tenor of his voice was marred by the clipped British accent she so hated. 

She sat straighter. Showing her fear was the surest way to defeat. Men, whether creditors in Charleston or thieves in London, were the same. They thrived on fear and intimidation. And this man was the sort she hated most. At first she’d thought him a fool—a macaroni, as her fellow Charlestonians would say—but now she understood that was only a façade. This man was a warrior, and he would view compassion and emotion as little more than weakness and surrender. 

“I said, what is your name.” It was no longer a question. 

Charlotte made a fist under the table, digging her nails into her palm to fortify her resolve not to relent. 

“Is that any way to treat this heavenly creature—this sun?” Middleton elbowed the angel out of his way. “ ‘Arise fair sun. It is my lady. O, it is my love!’ ” Middleton knelt before her. “What is thy name, fair maid?” 

Charlotte exchanged a look with Addy. Addy’s expression said it was clear the man was madder than a loon. Charlotte looked back, and Middleton was watching her expectantly. She hadn’t wanted to give her name, but it was difficult to feel threatened by this Sebastian Middleton. He was no warrior. And she supposed that, given the choice, she’d rather deal with him than the fallen angel. 

“Charlotte Burton.”

“Where are you from, Miss Burton?” the archangel asked, stepping in once again where he’d not been invited. “You don’t sound English.” Charlotte twisted her bound hands. Should she tell the truth? Lie? Too late, she regretted giving anything away.

The angel bent closer, pushing Middleton aside, and notched her chin up with one long, aristocratic finger. Charlotte’s pulse quickened with fear, and she looked past him at the cabin door. But even if she’d been willing to desert Addy, there were two men between it and her; not to mention, her wrists were still bound. Oh, how she wished she had even the meager freedom to put a hand between the fallen angel and herself. 

“Miss Burton. I don’t think you realize the gravity of your situation,” the archangel said, his breath warm on her cheek. “I heard what Pettigru said to you before he ran through that shattered window. Now I want to know who you are, what you mean to Pettigru, and what you know about his activities in London and Paris. Either talk or I will be forced—much to my regret, but I assure you I will do it—to employ stronger methods of persuasion.” 

Charlotte stared at him. She believed him. His warrior ’s eyes were hard as emeralds. He looked . . . ruthless. She took a shaky breath. What information did she have that these men could use against her? Against Cade? Whatever he had done, she had to protect him. Addy, too. 

“Very well,” she said with a last gulp of breath. “Do what you will to me, but you mustn’t hurt my maid.” 

Middleton laughed. “We couldn’t if we tried. That woman is strong as an ox.” 

The archangel’s gaze did not waver from Charlotte’s. “You have my word that no harm will come to your”—he paused—“servant. Now who are you, and what is your relationship with Mr. Pettigru?” 

Charlotte shook her head. “I’m no one. Cade and I are old friends from Charleston. I came to . . . visit.” 

“Where is this Charles Town? In the colonies?” 

Charlotte felt her fear subside and the heat rise to her face. “Colonies? It is in the state of South Carolina, sir. State. We are no longer your colonies.” The archangel looked unrepentant, despite her chastisement. “Furthermore, the name is not Charles Town.” She made an effort to pronounce it in the harsh, clipped way he did. “It’s Charleston.” 

“And this woman is your slave?” 

Charlotte opened her mouth to answer, then paused, considering her answer. “She is a free Black woman, but she was once a slave.” 

The archangel raised a brow. “Does she work for you?” 

Charlotte nodded.

“Does she receive wages?” 

“No, but—” 

“Then she is a slave. Despicable.” He waved a hand, dismissing her protest. 

Charlotte had no intention of telling him that she would have paid Addy had she any money. 

“What exactly is your business with Mr. Pettigru?” 

Charlotte shook away the hair that had fallen in her eyes. Somewhere she had lost her bonnet, and her bound hands itched to brush the loose tendrils from her face. “That, sir, is none of your concern.” 

“I see. How long have you been Mr. Pettigru’s . . . companion? Who else do you service?” 

Charlotte stared. “Are you suggesting I am a—I am Cade’s—” She swallowed, unable to find the words. Cade was a friend, her brother’s friend— nothing more. Hot, heavy shame coiled in her belly at the insinuation. The angel arched his brows, his expression arrogant and knowing. Charlotte seethed. He knew nothing. Instead of ignoring the comment, she spluttered, “How dare you, sir!” 

Middleton held up a hand. “Miss Burton, if you do not wish us to make assumptions, kindly explain for yourself.” 

Charlotte continued to glare at the archangel. “Cade is—was my brother ’s best friend in Charleston. We never—he was never . . . ” She looked down. 

The archangel stepped forward, once again crowding her into the berth. “If you are not Pettigru’s mistress, then what is your business with him? He said he would come for you. What are you to him?” 

“I told you. We’re friends. This was just a friendly visit,” she lied. She would never tell these bastard English why she was really here, how much pain and anguish their kind had caused her. Tears pricked at her eyelids, and she willed them away. Emotion would not sway this man. Like all warriors, he feared it. 

“And you came all this way to visit Pettigru?” Middleton asked. “How long has he been a family friend?” 

“Who are his contacts? His sources?” the archangel inquired. “How will he find you?” 

Charlotte shook her head. The questions were becoming a rapid barrage, and she couldn’t concentrate as the men’s voices melded into each other’s. Who, why, when? 

“Dash it all!” the archangel finally exploded. “Miss Burton, are you or are you not spying for the French?” 

“What?” Charlotte stared at him, then at Middleton. “Are you both mad?” 

“Cade Pettigru is a spy,” the archangel growled. “An enemy working with the French government and the Americans against England. My friend, a loyal Englishman, died today at Pettigru’s hand. I will not allow another of my countrymen to die at the hands of a spy or”—he gave her a hard look— “the soiled hands of a slave owner.” 

Charlotte narrowed her eyes. “Who are you?” She glanced at the other men. “Who do you work for?” She was afraid she knew, but she had to ask anyway. 

The archangel bowed low, sweeping his hand across his chest. “Lord Alfred Dewhurst, baron and agent for the British Foreign Office.” 

Charlotte’s knees gave way, and she was glad to have the berth beneath her. Oh, George, but she was doomed now. British spies! How had she managed to stumble into the very men she most wished to avoid? “Please,” Charlotte murmured, “I am not a spy, and neither is Cade. This is all a terrible mistake—” 

“No, Miss Burton. There is no misunderstanding,” the archangel said. “Cade Pettigru is a spy, and by association, you are as tainted with guilt as he. Now I suggest you either tell us what you know or you’ll be tried for treason and”—he lifted a strand of her copper hair—“burned for the witch you are.” 
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Chapter Two
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Freddie groaned as the first wave of nausea hit. The men had released his cousin Sebastian’s yacht from its moorings, and it was now drifting steadily down the Thames. London Bridge swayed before Freddie’s eyes. 

“Lord Dewhurst,” one of the crew said. “We’re under way.” 

Freddie nodded.

“Are you well, my lord?”

“Course. Splendid. Capital.”

The man gave him a dubious look before retreating. Freddie leaned over the rail and retched. Sometime later—he couldn’t begin to say how much later, as he’d spent a good portion of his time with his head over the ship’s rail—they reached Westminster. Despite the melee, they had not left their fallen comrade behind, and Sebastian went ashore to make arrangements for the body and to fetch Edwards. When he arrived, the cousins sat with their superior in a cabin adjacent to that of the American woman. 

“I think you were a bit hard on the poor chit,” Sebastian said, spearing his mutton with a fork. “Her face went white as a specter when you said she’d be burned as a witch. I think she actually believed you.” 

Freddie looked at his wine—a rather good merlot. He would have liked to sip it, but his stomach was still queasy. He’d ejected the whole of his insides, including several vital organs, over the rail of the ship, and he felt relatively sure nothing but his stomach itself could come up now, and at this point he wouldn’t mind losing that dashed organ, too. Bloody ships. They would be the end of him. 

Freddie swallowed his nausea and pushed the wine aside. “Good. If she’s frightened, she might talk.” And the sooner he could return to his town house. The little hellion had torn the cuff of his Spanish blue tailcoat of superfine. 

Edwards finished his wine and leaned back. “I think she’s told you what she knows,” he said, “but it matters not. She’ll protect Pettigru whether she believes him innocent or guilty. Her family was killed by our warships. She has no love for the English.” 

Sebastian shrugged. “So what now? She’s loyal to Pettigru, and we can’t exactly lock the girl up for the duration of the war.” 

“No,” Freddie agreed, though that would have been the easiest thing. She had the temper of a hellcat and could plant a facer to rival Gentleman Jackson. This was no pink and powdered Society miss. 

Still, all in all, not a bad bit. Her mourning dress was not fitted properly, so he couldn’t form a good impression of her figure, but she appeared unremarkable in stature and build. If he’d looked no further, if she hadn’t spoken, he’d have dismissed her from his mind by now. 

But she had spoken, and her voice was slow and lush. No one could mistake that drawl, so typical of the Southern colonies. The words rolled from her tongue leisurely, her mouth rounding on each vowel and softening every consonant. As she spoke, he could not tear his eyes away from those full lips, almost too full for her face. The black bombazine didn’t suit her coloring, but neither did it tarnish her roses-and-cream complexion or dull the sherry-colored eyes, edged by thick lashes against her ivory skin. 

And still he might have dismissed her as a mere inconvenience. He’d known beautiful women. It might even be fair to say that his acquaintanceship was largely restricted to women one might classify as not only beautiful but witty and stylish in addition. But his downfall—the reason he was still thinking of the colonist—was her hair. 

It was the most glorious shade of auburn he’d ever seen, swept back in a simple style without all the waved curls ladies were currently wearing about their faces. Cinnamon with a dash of gold, it was a rich, warm color he found difficult to believe was natural. 

He had a weakness for ginger-pated chits. A weakness he fought valiantly to override, considering the color was dreadfully unfashionable. But all the milk-and-honey blonds and peaches-and-porcelain brunettes failed to hold his attention like a woman with fiery tresses and a temper to match. 

Freddie lifted his merlot, remembered himself, and set it down again. The last thing he needed was another woman on his mind. He’d been raised in a household of women: his mother and four sisters. Growing up, Freddie could not remember a time when emotions had not run high. His sisters were always overreacting to some perceived problem or other. From an early age, Freddie had learned to control his own sentiments. He would not tolerate another emotional female weighing him down. 

Edwards pulled out his pipe, lit it, and said, “Am I the only one among us who thinks Miss Burton might be useful?” 

“Yes,” Freddie said slowly, afraid he knew the direction of his superior’s thoughts. 

“How would she prove useful?” Sebastian asked. 

Edwards puffed on his pipe, then held it aloft between thumb and forefinger. “Pettigru himself gave us the answer. He said he would come for her. We’ve watched him for months, but now he’ll be harder to find than a hare in a bramble. We could chase him all over the country, or we could let him come to us.” 

“And Miss Burton is the bait?” Sebastian asked. “I like it.” 

“But in the meantime, Pettigru has lists of British troops and supplies,” Freddie said. “Our national security may be compromised.” 

Edwards shook his head. “The information is undecipherable using the old codes. What good are the lists if the French generals can’t understand them?” 

Freddie considered this. Pettigru was a loyal American aiding the French under the assumption that a British defeat by the French on land would mean an American victory at sea. To that end, Pettigru filched the codes the British commanders used to cipher their missives to one another. He then sold them to the French army for a profit. But now the codes Wellington used had been changed and Pettigru’s information was useless. 

“Pettigru will have to stay in London in order to lay his hands on the real codes,” Edwards continued. “And when he does, we’ll lure him out with Miss Burton. We’ll make her irresistible. He’ll come after her not only because she’s his friend, but because she has access to his enemy—to one of our best agents.” 

Freddie stood. “Very well. How do we make Pettigru believe all that?” 

Edwards smiled. “Couldn’t be simpler. In fact, all I require from you are two tiny words.” 

Freddie rubbed his temple where a headache still drummed. Better and better. He wanted the whole business with Pettigru and the hellion behind him. The Season was over, but there still were many choice engagements he was missing. “Two words, eh? Good-bye?” Freddie said hopefully. 

“No. Try, I do.”

***
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SHE WAS GOING TO DIE. They’d taken Addy, George knew where, and now Charlotte was going to die alone, in the dark, and no one would ever know or care. She’d been trapped in the cabin for days—at least it seemed like days. She was hungry, cold, and scared, terrified she’d never see Addy or Charleston again. She didn’t want to die in this dank hole. She sat on the berth, resting her head on her knees, which she’d pulled close to her body for warmth. At least Dewhurst had untied her wrists. Perhaps he was not made of stone after all. 

There was a distant sound of footsteps, but she did not look up. She’d heard them many times over the hours and screamed for someone to let her out, but no one had come. 

Now the footsteps were louder, closer, and Charlotte lifted her head to peer into the darkness. Nothing. The men had taken the lanterns with them, and the darkness often preyed on her imagination. But as Charlotte peered into the gloom, a sliver of light and the creak of hinges made her heart race. She jumped up, tripping over her skirts as Dewhurst and Middleton entered, both carrying lanterns and followed by a servant with a tray of food. 

Charlotte’s mouth watered, but she vowed not to touch the tempting fare. Five minutes before she might have sold her soul for the chance at freedom. Now, faced with that prospect—however slight—she wanted no charity from these men. Death was preferable. The smell of warm bread and cheese assaulted her nostrils, and she clenched her fists in her skirts to quell the desire to snatch the tray and wolf down the food. 

The servant set the fare on the table, then quickly retreated, closing the heavy cellar door behind him. Dewhurst stood beside the table, watching her. Middleton spoke, “Miss Burton, you must be hungry. Please eat.” 

Charlotte shook her head. “I want nothing from you, except my freedom.” 

“That might be arranged,” Middleton said. Charlotte glanced at Dewhurst. He looked bored and disgusted by her. 

“If this arrangement involves me lifting my skirts for one or both of you”—Dewhurst gave her a derisive glance before turning away—“you might as well kill me now, for I’d rather die than allow one of you to touch me.” 

“Miss Burton,” Middleton said in a soothing tone that didn’t fool her for a moment, “you wound us. We are not going to hurt you. In point of fact, we need your help.” 

Charlotte scowled. George, but she wished they would take the bread out of her sight. The smell was making her dizzy. “I already told you. I am not a spy. Mr. Pettigru is not a spy. I don’t know anything, and if I did, I wouldn’t reveal it to you lying British bastards!” 

“Lovely,” Dewhurst said, pulling out a chair from the desk and settling in it with a bored air. “We’re wasting our time here, Middleton.” 

“Give it a chance, coz.” 

Charlotte watched the exchange closely. Cousins. Yes, that would account for the similarities in their appearance, evident even though their mode of dress was centuries apart. 

“Miss Burton,” Middleton said, “if you don’t wish to aid us, are you willing to cooperate to help Pettigru? You might be able to clear his name.” 

Charlotte pushed a heavy lock of her hair behind her ear. The red tangle was free of its pins and streaming down her back. She licked her dry lips, eyeing the flagon of wine. “What would I have to do?” 

Middleton waved his hand. “Merely act out a part in a small play. Have you ever been on the stage, Miss Burton?” 

“No.” 

“Ah, well, then this will be something new. We have reason to believe Pettigru will turn up again in London. If you were there as well, you might arrange to meet him, talk to him, help him clear his name.” 

“Lure him out so you can hang him, you mean,” Charlotte shot back. Did they take her for a fool? She did not care if Cade was another Benedict Arnold. She would never betray her friend and countryman. 

Middleton held up a hand. “I will not lie to you, Miss Burton. If Pettigru is guilty, then he will be tried, but with or without your assistance, we will catch him. That is inevitable. What is not inevitable is the matter of his guilt or innocence.” 

Charlotte licked her lips again, and Middleton must have noted the gesture. He poured her a glass of wine and brought it to her. “I give you my word as a knight and an Englishman—” Charlotte snorted. “Very well, I give you my word as a man of honor that we will treat Mr. Pettigru fairly and take into account any evidence you find of his innocence.” He handed the glass to Charlotte. She took it, allowing herself a small sip. George, but the liquid felt good on her parched throat. 

“What do I have to do, Mr. Middleton? You mentioned acting.” 

“Ah, yes, but not in the theater. You will play your part on a different stage—that of the haute ton. What we propose”—he motioned to Dewhurst, who was sitting tight-lipped at the desk— “is for you to act as Lord Dewhurst’s wife—” 

Charlotte’s jaw dropped. “What? His wife? Never.” 

“No, no. It would be a counterfeit marriage, though you would have to give every appearance of it being genuine.” 

Charlotte glanced at Dewhurst. His expression was dark. He didn’t want this any more than she. So why was he going along? “What exactly would I have to do?” Charlotte asked. 

Middleton shrugged. “Live in Dewhurst’s town house, attend the social functions with him, play the dutiful wife. Pettigru knows my cousin’s identity now. He will be watching us, and when he sees you with Dewhurst, we do not think he can resist the dual temptation.” 

“It seems too easy,” Charlotte said.

Dewhurst gave a short laugh. “It is anything but easy, Miss Burton.” He turned his full gaze on her, his green eyes hard and catlike in the dimness. “No one who knows me would ever believe I would marry a woman like you. You’re plain, uncouth, and completely without style. You’ll be tossed out of the first ballroom you step into and shipped back to the colonies.” 

“The United States,” she corrected, venom rising in her blood. “And if you are so certain I will fail, then why are you going along with this asinine plan?” 

He leaned back, silent for a long moment. “Are you a patriot, Miss Burton?” 

She frowned. The answer seemed obvious. “Yes.” 

“Then you understand what it means to love your country. I love my country, and I’ll fight for my country. Your friend killed my countryman today, and his actions will kill many more if he’s allowed to continue. Right now, you’re our best hope of catching him.” 

Middleton spoke again, “Miss Burton, Dewhurst supports this proposal. He was merely trying to impress upon you the significance of what you will be attempting. To lure Pettigru out, you must be visible, which means you will have to go into Society with Dewhurst. You must be convincing as his wife and not draw undue attention with social blunders. Therefore, Dewhurst will teach you all you need to know to be a success.” 
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