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            Dedication

         
         
            In loving memory of

            my great-niece Carolyn Rae Crutchfield.

            Your sweetness brightened the world, and you brought so much joy to so many. You are deeply missed, precious girl.

            With my love always.
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            Prologue

         
         She’d survived.

         
         Breathing heavily, bathed in sweat, after hours of nearly unbearable pain and screaming, the discovery came as somewhat of
            a surprise. The midwife had warned her that her hips were too narrow for what was to come, terrifying her with the dire possibility
            of death, and yet the fear, the agony, and the doubts that had plagued her now faded away in direct contrast to the increasing
            volume of the indignant wails filling her bedchamber. The robust cries were a sign of health and well-being. A gentle smile
            curled her lips upward as unheralded joy pierced her heart and swept unerringly through her, taking up permanent residence
            in every nook and cranny of her being. How could a creature so small have such tremendous impact?
         

         
         “Is it a boy?” she asked, unable to gain a clear view as the midwife quickly swaddled the babe in starched white linen before
            offering it to her mother, dressed all in mourning black, her face an immutable mask lacking in any emotion whatsoever, very
            much resembling a ghastly ghoul as she stiffly took the child.
         

         
         “Mother.” She held up her arms imploringly, waving her fingers as a beggar in want of coins might. “Bring it here. Let me
            see for myself if it’s a boy or a girl.”
         

         
         Without even glancing her way, the woman who had brought her into this world spun about smartly—her heels clacking out a steady
            and foreboding staccato as she headed with purpose for the closed door.
         

         
         Terror gripped her, threatening to tear her world asunder. Despite her weakened state, she struggled to sit up, to scramble
            out of the bed, but strong hands, far too many hands, were suddenly there to hold her down as effectively as iron imprisoned
            the condemned. “Mother, no! Please don’t take the babe from me. Please. I’ll be a good girl. I’ll never sin again. Please!
            I beg of you! Don’t do this!”
         

         
         A young female servant dutifully opened the door.

         
         Tears stung her eyes, rained down her cheeks. “No! Have mercy! At least let me cradle it once—”

         
         In my arms died on her lips as her mother swept through the doorway like an avenging angel bent on destroying all in her wake, disappearing
            into the darkened hallway beyond, taking the precious bundle with her. The door closed with a resounding and ominous snick that would forever reverberate through her soul. For a few more minutes she fought to free herself, race after her mother,
            and stop her from doing the unthinkable, from farming the child out to someone who could not possibly love it with all the
            fervor that she did. But the past several hours had not been kind, leaving her drained, exhausted, and faint.
         

         
         “There, there, my dear girl,” a maid cooed to her. “Calm yourself. Tomorrow all will be as right as rain.”

         
         With gut-wrenching sobs racking her body, she sagged down onto the mattress in despair, while all that remained of her young
            tender heart shattered into tiny shards that would be impossible to ever piece back together.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Whitechapel

            Early November 1871

         

         With a shiver, Lady Lavinia Kent brought the hood of her pelisse up over her head. There was a chill in the midnight air that
            had been lacking on other evenings, and she wasn’t altogether convinced it was a result of autumn giving way to winter but
            had more to do with the possible peril awaiting her. She was a woman with a purpose, had been since August when she’d escaped
            her aristocratic life to seek something that would bring her more fulfillment than what had previously been mapped out for
            her without her consult and none of her desires taken into consideration.
         

         
         Although her current mission brought with it dangers that lurked unseen in shadowy corners, she was beyond being frightened.
            Rather she was spurred on by a calling she could trace back a decade to a boy on the cusp of manhood she’d met when she’d
            been but a girl on the threshold of womanhood.
         

         
         He’d been some unnamed lord’s by-blow, considered beneath her in every regard, in spite of his noble—albeit tainted—blood.
            Although he knew the identity of his father, he never confided that information to her. She still remembered the sadness in
            his voice when he’d confessed he knew nothing at all about—had no memory of—the woman who’d given birth to him because he’d
            been immediately taken from her and handed over to a baby farmer. Learning of his experiences had introduced her to a world
            she hadn’t even known existed, a world through which she now traveled, her bare hand tightening around the cold carved wolf’s
            head that decorated the walking stick that was a constant and reassuring companion when she made these late-night sojourns.
            Through him, she’d learned the truth of baby farming and the horrors that sometimes accompanied the practice. She learned
            how the women, usually widows, advertised their services. Recently she’d taken to searching out their adverts, writing to
            them, meeting with them, paying them. Not to take care of a child as her letter initially indicated, but to give the children
            presently in their keeping over to her. With the blessings of the Sisters of Mercy who sheltered her, she brought the children
            to their foundling home, regretting she hadn’t the means to open her own shelters. Theirs would soon be full, and then what
            was she to do?
         

         
         The women with whom she corresponded were only willing to meet at night, in the darkest of alleyways and mews, the latest
            of hours, when the streets were ominous with the click-clacking of rats’ paws, the odd song with words slurred by too much
            ale, the occasional grunt, the rare screech. And the feeling, always the feeling, of being watched.
         

         
         The fine hairs on the nape of her neck suddenly stood on end. She abruptly halted and listened. Tightening her hold on the
            wolf’s head, she quickly lifted the walking stick, grabbed it midway with her other hand, and had the rapier partially free
            of its cleverly disguised scabbard as she swiftly swung around, her eyes scouring the area intently. No one was about save
            what appeared to be a beggar curled on the stoop of a building across the way. She’d not seen him before because the alcove
            hid him from view of anyone coming from that direction. He was only visible—and barely—from her current position. She waited,
            watching, listening, hearing his occasional snuffling snore. Deeming him harmless, she slid the steel back into place and
            carried on.
         

         
         She’d been delighted to find the weapon in a pawnshop and equally relieved the pawnbroker had been willing to take the earbobs
            she’d worn on the day she was to wed in exchange for it. When she was nineteen, she had been tutored in fencing, loved the
            challenge of it, and become quite skilled. Her brother had only ever engaged her in a duel once. Being a sore loser, he hadn’t
            taken kindly to being bested, although he had confessed to being surprised by her mastery of the sport. But for her, it had
            always been more than a sport. It had been a way to survive and retain her sanity in a place that catered to madness.
         

         
         She shook off the unsettling thoughts. All that mattered was the future, moving forward one step at a time. Forgetting what
            couldn’t be forgotten. So she concentrated on her present and her surroundings, aware she must remain ever alert if she was
            to meet with success during the possible confrontation that awaited her.
         

         
         Usually revelers were about after finishing their evening at a pub or tavern, but tonight’s meeting was occurring a bit later
            than customary in an area more deserted than that to which she was comfortable. But nothing could deter her from her purpose.
            It was all she had now, all she wanted. It nurtured, sustained, and gave her cause to crawl out of bed in the morning.
         

         
         She was nearing the cross streets that had been written in the missive telling her where and when the meeting was to occur.
            Carry on to the other side, she reminded herself, fighting to ignore the sense of foreboding, concentrating instead on following to the letter the words
            inked in barely decipherable scrawl. Turn left into the first alleyway you find. Halfway down—

         
         She stopped where the light from the streetlamp did. To go farther would be to step through a curtain of blackness. Her courage
            and foolhardiness had limits.
         

         
         With discreet, barely perceptible movements, she slowly glanced around the narrow confines, hemmed in on two sides by the
            brick walls of buildings, the windows dark, the rooms beyond probably uninhabited. These assignations usually occurred in
            desolate areas where no witnesses could observe the transactions. In the event she was being watched, she fought not to give
            the impression she was quite suddenly having misgivings regarding this arrangement.
         

         
         She kept her breathing steady, even though she could feel her palms beginning to sweat and heard the pounding of her own heart.
            The sisters had warned her more than once that she shouldn’t go out alone, but she couldn’t accomplish her objectives if she
            remained hidden away like a frightened child, and she’d spent far too much of the past eight years in hiding, concealing her
            true wants and desires from not only herself, but from others. She was weary of it. Done with the past. She was starting over,
            determined to lead her life as she felt it should be led.
         

         
         It was the very reason that three months earlier she’d left a good man standing at the altar in St. George’s. Not that her
            abandonment of the Duke of Thornley hadn’t worked out in his favor as far as she was concerned, because he’d quite recently
            taken to wife a woman he dearly loved. The last time she’d seen him—secretively and to beg his forgiveness—he’d expounded
            on the virtues of Gillian Trewlove, and she’d heard in his voice the raw emotion of a man who had well and truly fallen. It
            hadn’t surprised her to learn soon after that he’d taken her to wife. Much better than taking one he couldn’t love and who,
            with time, as he learned the truths about her, he would come to despise, as she so very often despised herself for her past
            failures and weaknesses.
         

         
         She heard a scrape, a footstep. Spinning around, she faced a woman of bulk with a hat very much resembling that of a farmer’s
            brought low over her brow, shading a good bit of her face. The click click click of additional steps as two more women, one as thin as a matchstick, the other as tall as a tree, entered the alleyway, the
            three of them hemming her in with only the dark unknown at her back. Her appointment was with only one.
         

         
         “I’m here to meet with D. B.” She was rather pleased she’d managed to keep her voice calm and level.

         
         “Last week ye met with Mags. She were arrested the followin’ morn. Word is she’s likely to ’ang for the farmin’ she done,”
            the bulky one said.
         

         
         Which meant, in all likelihood, the authorities had somehow managed to already discern that she’d murdered at least one of
            the children who’d been placed in her care.
         

         
         “I don’t know any Mags.” She knew them only by initials. Was Mags the M. K. who’d handed over three little ones to her last
            week in exchange for the five quid Lavinia offered her? Most farmers were paid in full when the by-blows were dropped off
            by a parent or someone close to the mother who sought to spare her shame. Oh, a few paid in weekly installments—those who
            had an interest in the child’s welfare—but many simply disbursed the higher one-time fee and walked away expecting—wanting—to
            never encounter or be bothered with the child again. Since no more money was to be had after that, those infants were often
            neglected and then perished, buried without ceremony in unmarked graves so no one would suspect those caring for them of nefarious
            deeds. To many, one babe looked like another. Who bothered to keep tally of the number in a particular household, especially
            when there was soon another to replace the one lost? “I certainly didn’t report her to the authorities. I’m interested only
            in the babes and their welfare.”
         

         
         “So ye say.”

         
         “I’m not one to lie. Am I speaking with D. B.?”

         
         “Even yer small words sound posh. But they ain’t gonna save ye. We can’t ’ave ye ruinin’ our business.”

         
         Business. Her stomach roiled with the confirmation these women viewed children as products, produced by women they didn’t
            know, to be sold away to women who had no love for them. “I don’t care about you, I don’t care what you do.” Which wasn’t
            entirely true. She did care; otherwise, she wouldn’t be here. “I simply want the children, and I’ll pay to take them off your
            hands.”
         

         
         “We’ll take yer coins . . . after we take yer life.”

         
         Swiftly she unsheathed the rapier and brandished it so the steel blade reflected off the distant streetlamp and was visible
            to them. “Stay back.”
         

         
         The bulky woman smiled, revealing dark caverns where teeth should have been. “Ever wielded a sword before, lass? Ever felt
            the way it slides into skin and muscle, sinkin’ deeper and deeper till it ’its bone, the manner in which the quiverin’ of
            the wounded flesh slithers up yer arm as it gives way to steel?”
         

         
         “Come at me and discover the truth of things.” Taking a ready stance, still clutching the wooden scabbard to use as an additional
            weapon if needed, with the rapier, she sliced a swift X through the air, loving the way the whooshing filled the silence with
            menace. Although she’d never cut into flesh, she wouldn’t hesitate to bring pain to these creatures who fed on the desperation
            of others. “Only you won’t, will you? Because I’m not helpless or vulnerable or afraid. I’m nothing at all like the sort to
            whom you usually deliver death.”
         

         
         The bulky one looked at her comrades, then unexpectedly rushed forward while they stepped back. She doubted their actions
            were spurred by a desire for fairness but rather were prompted by spinelessness. She didn’t want to deliver a killing blow
            if it wasn’t needed—she wasn’t a barbarian after all—so she made an upward swipe across the woman’s face where no cloth protected
            it, cutting into her cheek, knocking off her hat. With a shriek, the noxious trader in misery reeled back, slapped a hand
            to her wound, and glared. “Come on, gels. We can take ’er if we all strike at once.”
         

         
         “Not without sustaining a few more wounds, I’d wager,” a deep voice said from within the blackness that hovered at the edge
            of the light.
         

         
         Lavinia stiffened but didn’t dare turn around, didn’t dare take her eyes off the women before her.

         
         “Who ye be?” the leader asked, narrowing her eyes.

         
         “It doesn’t matter. I don’t like the odds. And I daresay, the lady and I could dispatch the three of you in a thrice. She seems rather skilled.”
         

         
         His emphasis on the word lady alerted her that he wasn’t using it without purpose, but to refer to her station, to acknowledge the fact she was indeed
            nobility. His tone also alerted her that he didn’t think much of it. How had he discerned who she was? Was he one of the men
            her brother had hired to find her and escort her home? Something about his voice was familiar, and yet—
         

         
         “Yer a cocky one,” the beefy one said.

         
         “Not without justification. Ask any man who’s crossed me. Now then, I have a use for her, so off with you.”

         
         The woman sneered. “Then take ’er. Enjoy ’er. But if she continues to put ’er nose where it don’t belong, she’ll find she
            ain’t got one no more.”
         

         
         As she watched in stunned fascination, the women scattered, neither gracefully nor quietly, unlike the fellow in the shadows
            who approached on silent feet and relieved her of the rapier as smoothly and easily as she might a spoon from a distracted
            child.
         

         
         She swung around. “See—” The remaining words of reprimand died in her suddenly knotted throat as the distant light revealed
            what shadows had held secret.
         

         
         As though he were the lord of the underworld, hard and unforgiving, filled with malice, ready to mete out justice, the man
            stood there decked out in clothing so dark it blended in with the night, the hem of his greatcoat swirling about his calves
            in the slight breeze that also worked to tangle the strands of his long blond hair, left free as he wore no hat—strands she’d
            once knotted her fingers around and found joy in so doing.
         

         
         He was tall, looming. Little wonder they’d run. She remembered how she’d had to stand on the tips of her toes to wind her
            arms around his neck, how his would come around her and he would lift her with such ease, as though she weighed no more than
            a billowy cloud in the summer sky. How he had made her believe herself . . . treasured.
         

         
         She resented it now, the way he had made her feel, that she had ever given him leave to touch her.

         
         While she knew she should be grateful for his arrival, it was his departure from her life—or more specifically, his failure
            to show—eight years earlier that had her fuming with incensed outrage, shaking with fury, needing to lash out at the injustice
            of it all, especially the way her long-dead heart at that very moment seemed to come alive with his presence. Damn the thing
            for being as traitorous as he was.
         

         
         He tossed the rapier slightly, and she knew he was testing its balance, weight, craftsmanship, and that he’d not find it lacking
            in any regard. “Not very practical. A sword, knife, pistol—they can all be taken from you, used against you. Better to learn
            how to wield your fists as weapons.”
         

         
         Oh, the gall of him, speaking to her in the tone one used when addressing a recalcitrant child. “What makes you think I haven’t?”

         
         Then she took her tightly balled fist and delivered an uppercut blow to that well-defined jaw she’d once peppered with kisses that had him dropping her rapier
            and reeling back two steps. She was rather certain the punch would have felled any other man, but he was all sinew, muscle,
            height, and breadth. However, her actions had momentarily stunned him, which provided all the distraction she needed to swiftly
            snatch up her weapon and close her fingers securely around it. Before he fully recovered, she lunged forward and pressed the
            tip of the blade between the part of his coat, against the linen of his shirt. She took immense satisfaction in how still
            he went, how he barely breathed, watching her, waiting. The temptation to skewer him had her fairly trembling with the possibility
            of gaining retribution against him. He deserved it for proving himself a scoundrel of the first water by stealing her heart
            and then crushing it beneath his boot heel once he’d gained what he wanted, what she’d willingly surrendered to him because
            she’d loved him so madly.
         

         
         Tightening her hold on the weapon, she fought the memories bombarding her, memories of the kind and gentle fellow she’d once
            known, the one with whom she’d begun falling in love when she was a mere fifteen.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            London

            1861

            At First Blush

         

         “Send for the slaughterer.”

         
         Her father’s words had sent a bone-numbing chill through Lavinia, and now she stood near the stall with her forehead pressed
            to her mare’s, the hand of her uninjured arm brushing over Sophie’s gorgeous white coat. She’d pleaded with her father not
            to send for the horrid man who would take Sophie away.
         

         
         “I’ll not keep a horse that throws a lady off its back,” he’d said sternly before marching toward the residence.

         
         She’d known it would be fruitless to argue, but still she’d raced after him, trying to explain the truth of what had happened—but
            he wasn’t having it. The horse was a danger, and he’d not risk his only daughter’s safety. He would be rid of this one and
            purchase her another, his tone brooking no further arguments.
         

         
         It wasn’t fair, wasn’t fair at all. It hadn’t been Sophie’s fault. If anyone was to blame it was the Duke of Thornley—known
            as Thorne to his intimates—for inviting Lavinia to go riding with him along Rotten Row, then inviting her brother as well,
            paying far more attention to Neville, who was nine years her senior, than to her. At birth, she’d been promised to Thorne,
            but that didn’t mean she didn’t require some level of wooing, didn’t yearn to be his sole focus. But no, in spite of her presence,
            the two men had been discussing some new gaming hell that was rumored to be “just the thing” and how they might go in search
            of it, because in spite of being “just the thing” it was apparently hidden away somewhere.
         

         
         As always, they were treating her like a child, to be humored, not a girl on the cusp of womanhood, whose body had been changing
            for some time now in preparation for marriage and childbirth and who had recently acquired a lady’s maid. Feeling jealous
            and petulant, she’d given the usually docile Sophie a stinging slap on the rump with her riding crop, intending to send the
            horse into a frenzied gallop in order to pretend to have lost control of the beast so her future fiancé would dash after them
            and rescue her. However, instead of bolting, Sophie had reared up at the abuse and unseated Lavinia, who had then landed hard
            on her arm, which had landed even harder on a rock. She’d screamed at the pain that had torn through her and then stared stupidly
            at the shard of white just above her wrist that protruded through her sleeve and the red that was soaking into the lime-colored
            fabric of her riding habit.
         

         
         She couldn’t remember exactly—being in shock, she supposed—how her brother had lifted her and she had ended up in Thorne’s
            lap as he sat astride his gelding. Holding her close, while urging his horse to canter at a fast clip, he’d escorted her home,
            leaving Neville to retrieve her mare. In spite of it being the most excruciating journey of her life, she’d welcomed Thorne’s
            arms about her, his nearness. He’d even carried her into the residence, up to her bedchamber, as though her leg and not her
            arm was broken.
         

         
         He’d make an exceptional husband, even if he was eleven years her senior, and presently in no rush to marry, apparently. He
            hadn’t officially asked for her hand, but their fathers had signed a contract upon her birth giving Wood’s End, a small estate
            that bordered up against Thorne’s much larger one, to the duke upon their marriage. So her future was settled and done, without
            poetry, flowers, or grand gestures. The entire arrangement was all so dashed boring, lacking in passion, desire, and mad yearning.
         

         
         Once he’d deposited her on the bed, Thorne had respectfully taken his leave, turning her care over to the servants who scurried
            about with words of worry as though she were not long for this world. Although she knew full well a gentleman did not remain
            in a lady’s bedchamber if he was not married to her, she was still so deuced disappointed that he hadn’t hovered over her
            himself. The physician had been sent for, the bone reset—a process that had pained her immensely—and a splint secured about
            her forearm to prevent the bone from moving again until it was properly healed.
         

         
         Slightly woozy from the laudanum she’d been given to dilute the pain, she’d made her way to the stable in order to check on
            Sophie and ensure she was unharmed. She’d arrived just as her father made his proclamation. And now there was no hope for
            it. Her beautiful Sophie would be led to slaughter.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, so sorry, sweet girl,” she whispered, over and over, with tears welling in her eyes. “I was incredibly stupid,
            and now you’ll pay the price.”
         

         
         If she weren’t hampered with a broken arm, she’d saddle Sophie, mount her, and ride away, a fantasy that overlooked the fact
            she’d never saddled a horse in her life and had no idea how to go about it. The advantage to having servants was that tasks
            were done, and she didn’t have to bother with learning the intricacies regarding how they were done. Except for the slaughtering
            of horses. Neville, intrigued by the ways in which London rid itself of its numerous aging and ill equines, had visited a
            slaughter depot. He’d then returned to regale her with the horrors of the slaughter and aftermath. She’d been all of seven,
            he sixteen, and she’d awoken with nightmares for an entire month. And now a horrible, ugly, hunchbacked man was coming to
            do the unthinkable to Sophie, and she hadn’t the ability to save her.
         

         
         “M’lady?” Johnny, one of the grooms, said quietly at her back. “The slaughterer’s here. We need to retrieve Sophie from her
            stall.”
         

         
         With anger, frustration, and grief all warring for dominance, she swung around, and her gaze fell on a stranger, no doubt
            the slaughterer. Only he wasn’t hideous and old and looking to have a heart made of stone. He was young. Perhaps half a dozen
            years older than she, if that. Beneath his brown flat-cap, his dark blond hair curled about the collar of his plain brown
            jacket. His white shirt and brown waistcoat were clean, but wrinkled, and she suspected his labors prevented them from remaining
            pristine all day. But it was his brown eyes that drew her, eyes that didn’t look to be those of a killer. “How can you do
            it?” she asked, her voice rough, her throat raw from all the tears that had made their way down it and clogged it. “How can
            you murder her? She’s not old. She’s not wicked. She didn’t intend to throw me.”
         

         
         “We do what we’re paid to do.” His voice echoed resignation, as though it wasn’t the first time he’d been forced to address
            the accusations.
         

         
         “Surely, you can spare her.”

         
         He nodded toward her arm. “Did she do that?”

         
         “No, the ground did, when I fell.”

         
         “So she tossed you.”

         
         “But it wasn’t her fault. I goaded her into it. Normally she’s a very docile creature.”

         
         “She is that,” Johnny concurred.

         
         “My father is stubborn. He won’t listen.” She took a step nearer. “But surely you will see the truth of things. Spare her.”

         
         “We risk losing our license if we cheat the customer.”

         
         “But you’re not cheating my father if he never learns of it. You’re cheating death. How marvelous that would be.”

         
         “Sorry, m’lady. Now if you’ll be so good as to move aside.” He made to edge past her.

         
         She balled up her good hand and smacked his shoulder, certain she’d injured herself more than she’d hurt him. He was solid
            rock, but at least he stopped and looked down on her, lording over her by several inches. Were he to hold her in his strong
            arms—which she most certainly would not allow—the top of her head would come to rest just beneath his collarbone. “She won’t
            suffer. I’ve a way with horses, so I can see to that. The end comes quick. She won’t even know.”
         

         
         “You’re a monster! How can you do this?”

         
         “Have you any idea how many horses are in London? Do you think people want to be stepping over rotten and smelling carcasses
            everywhere they turn? We provide a much-needed service.”
         

         
         She heard the defensiveness in his tone, which made her feel peevish because she knew the truth of his words, knew something
            had to be done with the ancient and feeble steeds. “But Sophie is neither rotten, smelly, nor near death.”
         

         
         “You should have thought of that before you goaded her.”

         
         His words stung more than her hand did after hitting him. “You’re horrid!”

         
         Ignoring her outburst, he strode past her, opened the stall gate, and slipped a noosed rope over Sophie’s head and secured
            it about her neck, affectionately rubbing the area. “Come on, pretty girl.”
         

         
         He led her out. Lavinia rushed forward and wound her arms around her mare’s neck. “I’m so sorry, Sophie. So very sorry. I’ll
            never forget you. I’ll always love you, sweet girl.” Then she looked at the young man. “Please don’t let her be frightened.”
         

         
         Sympathy and sorrow wove themselves through his brown eyes. “I’ll sing her the sweetest lullaby ever heard.”

         
         “She’ll like that.” After planting a kiss on Sophie’s neck, taking one final deep breath of her fragrance, Lavinia stepped
            back, nearly crying out at the pain tightening her chest.
         

         
         She watched as he led Sophie toward the wagon with its wooden enclosure, suspecting not all horses were in a position to take
            themselves where they needed to go, and that traveling in what looked to be a small plain cottage provided them with a bit
            of dignity. He urged her up the plank and closed the partial door on her. Lavinia’s final look at her beloved horse was her
            rump and the swishing of her tail as she was being carted off to be summarily executed, like one of Henry the Eighth’s doomed
            wives.
         

         
          

         As the wagon rumbled slowly through the streets toward the slaughter yard, Finn Trewlove shifted his backside over the wooden
            bench and tightened his hands in frustration on the reins. It wasn’t the first time he’d been called to a posh house to dispose
            of a horse that appeared perfectly healthy. The nobs didn’t like it when a mare tossed off a precious daughter or a gelding
            took a nip at their valued heir’s arse. Still, it irritated the devil out of him when good horseflesh had to be put down for
            stupid reasons.
         

         
         But he’d told the lass true. He was paid ten shillings to dispatch the creature to heaven, and if it was discovered he hadn’t,
            his boss could forfeit his license and Finn would lose not only his position but his ability to find employment elsewhere,
            because who would trust him after not carrying out orders dictated by law? No cheating of the customer was allowed. The taking
            of a horse that was to be put down was theft. He wasn’t going to risk going to prison, no matter how pretty the girl, no matter
            how green her eyes—the greenest, prettiest he’d ever had the pleasure to look into. Even if they were filled with anger directed
            at him, when it should have been directed at herself. Silly chit, to hasten a horse’s end by goading her and then begging
            Finn to spare the beast, as though he had a choice in the matter.
         

         
         He didn’t. At the depot, they were expecting the horse and the ten shillings. It would be killed with one swift blow of an
            axe. Normally he found comfort knowing that the end came swiftly and mercifully.
         

         
         But the girl, blast her—he could still see the tears glistening in her eyes—made him feel guilty about his current occupation.
            It paid well, but it wasn’t where he planned to spend his entire life. He was one and twenty, had saved a good bit of money,
            and would soon be moving on to better things. But no amount of moving on was going to stop him from being haunted by the sorrow
            reflected in those green, green eyes.
         

         
          

         That night, near midnight, in the mews outside the Earl of Collinsworth’s massive residence, Finn stood with his black burglary
            bag resting near his feet. In his youth, he’d gotten involved with an unsavory group of lads. He’d been fifteen when his mum
            had discovered what he was about and had nearly flayed the skin off his backside with her switch—even with his britches still
            covering the sensitive flesh. She hadn’t taken him in when no one else wanted him and kept him alive all those years to see
            him rotting in prison or dangling from a hangman’s noose. To placate her he’d left the trade of burglarizing but kept the
            tools he’d purchased as well as the skills he’d acquired, never knowing when either or both might come in handy.
         

         
         He’d been studying the residence for a couple of hours now, striving to determine which bedchamber was hers, but the girl
            never peered out a window. Based on the glow occasionally coming from between the draperies, he’d been able to narrow the
            possible windows down to eight, but not knowing the size of the rooms, he couldn’t be certain he had the right of it when
            it came to their number. In a residence as large as this one, some of the chambers were bound to have more than a single window.
            Hedges lined the walls, but no trees were near enough to the house for him to climb up and take a peek inside.
         

         
         Hence the tools. He was going to break into the lord’s manor.

         
         He’d considered stopping by tomorrow afternoon and asking to talk with the girl about the fate of her horse but had decided
            he was safer with a clandestine meeting because absolutely no one except the girl could ever know what he’d done. A lord who
            sent a horse to its doom for tossing his daughter from the saddle might not take too kindly to a commoner asking to speak
            with said daughter, especially when Finn was hoping their little meeting would result in her traveling with him. The rationale
            had all made sense when he’d been tossing back beer in his sister’s tavern, although he suspected come morning, when a clearer
            head was to be found, he’d realize he was every manner of fool.
         

         
         But that was for tomorrow. For now, he wasn’t so far into his cups he couldn’t sneak stealthily into the house. He’d watched
            the lights going out one by one until not a speck was visible, so he was rather certain all the inhabitants, including the
            servants, were finally abed. The larger the residence, the better it was for burglarizing because so much of it was abandoned
            at night that a thief could easily wander about, lifting goods without ever running into another soul.
         

         
         Hefting his bag over his shoulder, pulling his cap down low, he crept toward the massive manor that was the sort he planned
            to live in when he was older, when he’d made something of himself. As much as he hated his current occupation, he loved working
            with the horses and hoped, with a bit of luck, to own a horse farm someday where he could breed and train the noble beasts.
            It wasn’t a fancy dream, but he’d rather be his own man, work for himself, not have to answer to another. However, dreaming
            was for another time. At that precise moment he needed to focus on not getting caught.
         

         
         When he reached the servants’ door, he quietly lowered his bag to the ground, opened it, and pulled out a small lantern, enclosed
            on three sides, with a tiny hole on the fourth that allowed only a minimum of light to escape. After using a match to light
            the candle within, he held it up to the lock, grateful to see it was one he was quite skilled at unlocking. He had the tools
            to pry open a window or to cut away glass when prying wouldn’t work, but opening a lock was always the better choice, especially
            in this case. If the unlocked door was discovered, a servant would be taken to task for not securing the home properly, but
            that was preferable to leaving glaring evidence that someone had indeed entered uninvited. Removing the small satchel containing
            his picks, he went to work and less than a minute later he was through the door. He left his bag on the stoop because he wouldn’t
            be taking any treasures with him.
         

         
         Although it was tempting, so damned tempting, to lift a vase here or an ornate box there as he made his way quietly through
            the residence, holding his lantern aloft to guide him. Now and then the light would shine on some fancy object he knew probably
            wouldn’t be missed. The nobs had so many blasted knickknacks, as though filling their house with useless things would disguise
            the fact their lives were lacking in some regard. On occasion, after he’d ransacked a residence, no one ever noted the absence
            of the silver candlesticks, trinkets, or figurines he’d nicked. Coppers had never been sent for. He’d known because he’d taken
            perverse pleasure in keeping an eye on the house just to see if any frantic activity occurred the following morning. He’d
            prided himself on getting away with the thievery, had thought eventually he could become the greatest burglar who ever lived—but
            then his mum had discovered his antics and put a quick stop to them.
         

         
         If she hadn’t, he wouldn’t now be creeping through the residence, up the wide swath of stairs. He imagined the earl’s daughter
            descending them in a ball gown of clover green that matched her eyes. He suspected her dance card would be filled within a
            few minutes of her arriving in the ballroom. He knew all about balls because they were good for a burglar’s business, especially
            when the guests stayed over. More jewelry to rob because it was seldom locked up when people retired late and were too weary
            to properly see to things. The gang boss had sent him to case out a few balls, then ordered him to rob one of the residences.
            It had been the most terrifying and exhilarating night of his life. Until now. His heart was thumping hard, not from fear
            but from anticipation.
         

         
         At the landing, he turned down a hallway, and when he reached the first door, he paused, pressed his ear to the wood, and
            listened. Heavy snoring, male snoring. The next door revealed nothing but quiet on the other side. Probably the lady of the
            manor, but he needed to check. Slowly, ever so slowly, he released the latch and then inch by inch eased open the door. Fancy
            houses also tended to have silent hinges, the servants keen about keeping them oiled.
         

         
         He was halfway to the bed when he gained a clear view of the occupant, a lady—her mouth unpleasantly open and folds of skin
            gathered at her neck—at least as old as his mum. He made a quiet but hasty retreat, closing the door in his wake. Picturing
            what he now knew of these rooms and the windows through which light had spilled into the darkness, he ignored the next three
            doors and slowly opened the fourth, knowing immediately he’d found the correct bedchamber, because it smelled of her: flowery
            but not sickeningly so. Something rare, a scent he’d only ever inhaled once, when he’d walked past her to get to her mare.
            The fragrance had haunted him ever since, until this moment when he could inhale it and feel a sense of calm.
         

         
         On feet as light as a cat’s, he edged toward the bed, grateful it was summer, and she’d not drawn the heavy draperies around
            the bedstead. Carefully, he set his lantern on the table beside the bed, turning it just so in order to direct the flickering
            flame so it illuminated her face. Lost in sleep, she appeared more innocent and kinder than she had when they’d first met,
            when she’d smacked him with her ineffectual balled fist. Her injured arm was still encased in the splint, would no doubt be
            for a few weeks if his experience dealing with broken bones was a true indication of how things went. Her hand rested, palm
            up, on the pillow, her fingers curled. Her other hand was hidden away beneath the blankets. Her hair, a shade reminiscent
            of the brightest of moons, was plaited, the braid draped over her shoulder, the tail of it curled beneath her small breast,
            temptingly so.
         

         
         With a silent curse, he tore his gaze from a spot where it should not be looking and cleared his head of thoughts he shouldn’t
            be thinking. She was a lady, an earl’s daughter. It was folly to think there might ever be anything more between them than
            a casualness brought about because of a need to reassure her. Folding his hand around her slender shoulder, surprised by how
            dainty it felt, as though it could easily shatter beneath a tighter grip, he shook her. “M’lady?”
         

         
         Slowly she opened her eyes. They widened. More quickly she opened her mouth. Swiftly, he covered it with his hand before she
            could cry out. “Shh. I mean you no harm. I bring word of Sophie.”
         

         
         She blinked. Beneath his palm, he felt her mouth relaxing. “Promise not to scream and I’ll remove my hand.”

         
         She nodded. Cautiously, he lifted his hand slightly, prepared to drop it back into place rapidly if needed.

         
         “You’ve come to tell me you’ve killed her,” she fairly spat, the sadness in her eyes belying the tartness of her words.

         
         “Not exactly. But she is in heaven, of a sort. I thought you might like to go there yourself.” It had cost him a month’s wages
            to have the horse spared, and he wanted to see reflected on her face that it had all been worth it.
         

         
         Furrowing her brow, she shoved herself into a sitting position and yanked the covers up to her chin. “I don’t understand.”

         
         “I want to show you something, now, tonight. I have my wagon—”

         
         “You expect me to go with you, a person I don’t even know? Someone who sneaks into my bedchamber?”

         
         Fairly certain she was past the point where she might scream, he straightened, disappointed by her stubbornness and reluctance.
            He hadn’t thought this through. Just because he’d felt a connection, had been drawn to the green of her eyes, didn’t mean
            she was intrigued by him in the least. “I just want to show you that she’s unharmed.”
         

         
         “Are you striving to trick me?”

         
         “Why would I do that?”

         
         “Because you’re a commoner. You might be seeking to take advantage of me. Or, heaven forbid, kidnap me, and then make my father
            pay you an exorbitant amount in order to get me back.”
         

         
         Nicking a vase was one thing, but nicking a person? Was her opinion of him truly that low? Christ. What the devil was he doing
            here?
         

         
         “Never mind. This was a stupid idea.” He spun on his heel.

         
         “Wait.”

         
         He shouldn’t. He’d been a fool to come here, to care what she thought of him, to have a need to show her he wasn’t a heartless
            bastard—just a bastard. He nearly laughed at the final thought. Swinging back around, he wished she didn’t look so delectable
            and earnest, leaning away from the headboard now, leaning toward him.
         

         
         “Why not come during a normal hour?” she asked.

         
         “Because what I’ve done has to remain a secret. Are they going to let you come with me? I sincerely doubt it, but even if
            they do, they won’t let you come alone. Chaperones and footmen will be tagging along. If your father catches wind of your
            horse not being disposed of as he’d paid for, do you think he’ll be happy?”
         

         
         “No, he’ll be furious. He’ll have your head.”

         
         “Precisely. So it has to be now, in the middle of the night. That’s when secrets are best made and kept.” When there was no
            one to see.
         

         
         She hesitated another minute while he stupidly held his breath as though that alone would influence her to make the decision
            he desired more than anything else. Finally, she gave a quick nod. “Give me a few minutes to ready myself.”
         

         
         “Be quick. I’ll be waiting in the hallway, but if I hear anyone moving about, I’ll have to make a hasty escape.”

         
         “I’ll hurry.”

         
         Grabbing his lantern, he headed out of the room, closed the door, then leaned against a wall to wait for her. It was madness,
            total madness, to be so intrigued by her. No good could come of it, and yet he was compelled to see his plans through.
         

         
          

         Sophie wasn’t dead. She could hardly believe it, wanted to see for herself. She was probably a fool to trust someone who had
            broken into her residence, into her bedchamber, but if he were going to take advantage, he could have done it while she’d
            been asleep. Could have conked her on the head and made off with her. He was tall, broad, and she’d felt the firmness of his
            muscles when she’d punched him. He’d have no trouble at all hauling her away.
         

         
         As she changed quickly into a simple frock that didn’t require any assistance from her maid in donning, she felt both a measure
            of excitement and terror. Never before had she done anything so risky. Not that she hadn’t thought about it, but whenever
            she’d fantasized about going off with a man alone at night, she’d always pictured herself with Thornley—or at least she’d
            tried to picture herself with him. In truth, in her dreams the man’s features had never been very clear, but to imagine her
            escort being anyone other than the man who would wed her filled her with shame. Guilt pricked at her conscience now, because
            without a chaperone attending her she would be in the company of a man she’d not marry. But with a great deal of effort, she
            ignored the nagging doubts. It wasn’t as though they were going to get up to no good. He was simply going to prove to her
            that Sophie was safe.
         

         
         It wasn’t that she didn’t believe his words, but she was in the mood for a lark, a bit of adventure. And she was still rather
            put out with her father, which made her want to do something rebellious, even if he never found out about it. She could sit
            at the dining table with a cat-that-lapped-up-all-the-cream smile on her face, knowing she had a delicious secret. She’d never
            had any secrets.
         

         
         She was the most boring of all her friends, never gleaning any juicy tidbits of gossip to share. She couldn’t share tonight’s
            excursion but could wear the very same smile at the balls she’d attend in the future and that would lead people to wonder
            what sort of mischief she might be up to. It would give her an air of mystique, make her more alluring, perhaps even to the
            point that Thornley would finally take proper notice of her.
         

         
         As she opened her door, she realized it didn’t hurt that her escort was a handsome devil. He stood there with his lantern
            in one hand, his cap in the other. His shirt wasn’t wrinkled like the one he’d worn that afternoon, and she realized now that
            when he’d been so close to her earlier in her bedchamber, he hadn’t smelled of horses, dirt, and manure. He’d bathed before
            coming to her, possibly taken a razor to his face. His hair didn’t seem quite as long either. Surely a young man who had gone
            to such bother didn’t have any nefarious plans in store for her.
         

         
         He settled his cap into place. “We need to be very quiet,” he whispered.

         
         She nodded her understanding. Then he did a very odd thing indeed. He took her hand, as though by so doing he could transfer
            his skill at stealth into her. He wore no gloves, but she’d donned black leather ones because a lady did not leave the residence
            with bare hands exposed. Still, she could feel the warmth from his skin penetrating through the covering to heat hers.
         

         
         He didn’t make a sound. Although she traversed on the tips of her toes, she wasn’t quite as accomplished as he at sneaking
            about, which became evident when they hit the marble staircase. Each of her steps sounded like someone hitting a nail into
            wood.
         

         
         After half a dozen clicks, he halted and held the lantern toward her. “Hold this.”

         
         She took it, then nearly screeched when he lifted her into his arms. Such strong arms, so powerful. Thornley’s holding of
            her paled in comparison to being cradled by this strapping young man as he hurried down the stairs. The comparison was unfair
            to Thorne, who had held her as a gentleman would, with a certain amount of distance because it was the proper way to do it,
            and in their world doing things properly was of the utmost importance.
         

         
         Once they’d again reached a carpeted hallway, he lowered her feet to the floor, took the lantern from her, grabbed her hand,
            and led her in a mad dash to the kitchens.
         

         
         Before she had time to ponder that no servants were about, he opened a door and escorted her outside. After quietly closing
            the door, he picked up a satchel and headed toward the path that led to the mews.
         

         
         Glancing over her shoulder, she noted no light coming to life in any windows. They’d done it! They’d made a successful escape.
            Funny how the realization filled her with such joy that she wanted to leap in the air and kick her heels together, as though
            she’d accomplished something truly remarkable. She’d never before thought about doing something she shouldn’t, and here she
            was about to make an entire night of it.
         

         
         In the alleyway was the ugly cart, the one that had taken Sophie from her. After slinging his bag into the back, he blew out
            the candle in his lantern and placed it inside. Taking her hand again, he led her to the front, placed his hands on her waist,
            and hefted her with ease onto the hard, wooden bench seat. Then he climbed up the side of the wagon, scrambled over her, took
            the reins, and urged the pair of horses forward.
         

         
         “What’s your name?” he asked, his voice low and deep in the quiet of the night, calling forth all manner of secrets.

         
         She nearly laughed, only then realizing they’d never been properly introduced. She shouldn’t have even spoken to him, much
            less clambered into a wagon with him. Unexpectedly, she was hit with an unwelcome feeling she wasn’t the first girl to do
            so. “Lady Lavinia.”
         

         
         “Fancy name.”

         
         “I’m a fancy lady. What’s your name?”

         
         “Finn.”

         
         She suspected he was far too complex for so simple a name. “What’s your surname?”

         
         “Trewlove.”

         
         She furrowed her brow. “I overheard my brother talking with a friend this afternoon about a Trewlove and a gaming hell. Is
            that yours?”
         

         
         “My brother’s. Aiden.”

         
         “He said it’s a secret place.”

         
         With the occasional streetlamp guiding them, she could make out his shrug.

         
         “It’s not exactly a licensed gentlemen’s club.”

         
         “But if people can’t find it—”

         
         “Oh, they find it. It appeals to the swells because it’s not quite proper. Makes them feel as though they’re bad and mad and
            living dangerously.” He chuckled low. “When they haven’t a clue what living dangerously is truly like.”
         

         
         She suspected he knew, suspected he knew very well. She was probably a fool for trusting him, and yet for some reason she’d
            never felt safer in her life. “Why didn’t you kill Sophie?”
         

         
         He tugged on the brim of his cap, bringing it down lower as though the half-moon in the black velvety sky would blind him.
            “Dunno. Seemed a waste of good horseflesh. But you can’t tell your father, ever. My boss would see me in prison.”
         

         
         “You did it without his permission?”

         
         “Nah, I had his permission, but he’d say I didn’t in order to protect his business, his license. Like I told you earlier,
            if we don’t do the job, we get reported. They’d close us down, find someone else more trustworthy.”
         

         
         She studied his profile, limned more by moonlight now than streetlamps, the latter becoming fewer. She didn’t want to consider
            that he might be taking her out of London, out of England entirely. Why wasn’t she feeling some unease? What spell had he
            cast over her? She seldom spoke to servants, much less commoners, and yet here she was, intrigued by a man who’d only recently
            left boyhood behind. “Why do you do such a cruel thing?”
         

         
         “I don’t see it as cruelty, but mercy to put a beast out of its misery. I have a way with horses, of talking with them, calming
            them. I send them to horse heaven without them even knowing they’re going to take the journey.”
         

         
         “But there are other ways to earn a living.”

         
         “Someone has to take on the unpleasant tasks, so folks like you aren’t even aware they exist.”

         
         She heard a bit of disgust in his voice, knew she might be deserving of it because she was sheltered and protected. If she
            was honest, she would go so far as to say she was spoiled. Her father had announced at dinner that he’d already managed to
            purchase another horse for her and it would be delivered by the end of the week. She never went without for long.
         

         
         “How is your arm?” he asked, the genuine interest in his tone taking her by surprise, and she imagined him whispering to the
            horses with the same amount of caring.
         

         
         “It hurts a bit.” The jarring of the wagon added to the discomfort, not that she was going to complain to him about it. “I
            was given a dose of laudanum before retiring. It puts my mind in a fog, no doubt the reason I came out with you tonight.”
         

         
         “You came out with me because you want to see your horse. Did the bone break?”

         
         “Yes, it was ghastly. Pierced the skin. I didn’t swoon though. I was quite brave about it.” She was rather proud of that fact,
            even if the truth was that the sight had dulled her senses to the point she’d scarcely been able to believe it was her arm,
            in spite of the pain throbbing through it reassuring her that it was.
         

         
         In near total darkness now, he flashed a grin, captured by the moonlight, and she thought it the most magical thing she’d
            ever seen. The laudanum was having a strange way with her, drawing her toward this young man with his gentle charms. “You’re
            a brave one,” he said.
         

         
         “Not really. I’ve never been out this late, never been alone with a man, practically a stranger at that. I’m beginning to
            get a bit anxious that my father is going to find out.”
         

         
         “He won’t. I can slip you back into the residence without anyone the wiser.”

         
         She thought of his bag, knew the residence had been locked up tight for the night, yet he’d managed to get in. “Are you a
            thief as well?”
         

         
         Something she should have thought to ask earlier.

         
         “Once. Until my mum found out. Now I make an honest living.” Grinning, he glanced over at her. “It’s not as exciting.”

         
         “But safer.”

         
         “It is that. I’ll never end up in prison doing what I do now. As long as you keep our little secret.”

         
         “I will. I promise.” Besides, his secret was now tied in with one she needed to keep for herself. Although her father had
            never taken a strap to her as he had her brother, if he found out about tonight’s little excursion, he very well might take
            action that would prevent her from sitting for a week.
         

         
         “Why’d you goad her?” he asked unexpectedly.

         
         She lifted a shoulder, embarrassed to admit the truth. “Why does any girl do anything unwise? I wanted someone’s attention.”

         
         “One of your many swains?”

         
         His tone was a bit confusing, as though he was irritated by the notion she might have beaux. For some reason, she was reluctant
            to confess that Thornley was a suitor, probably because he wasn’t really, not yet. Besides, it lessened her guilt about being
            out and about with this young man if she labeled the duke as merely a friend. “I haven’t any admirers. At least not yet. I’m
            only fifteen. I haven’t even had my first Season.”
         

         
         “Fifteen,” he muttered beneath his breath. “A child.”

         
         That irritated her. “I’m not a child. I’m very nearly fully grown. How old are you?”

         
         “A good deal older than you.”

         
         “How much older?”

         
         “I’m one and twenty.”

         
         “That’s not so old.”

         
         “Old enough,” he murmured.

         
         He turned the wagon onto a road much narrower than the one they’d been on. Ahead loomed a large building. Across the front,
            huge white letters that spelled Trewlove reflected the moonlight. “What’s this?” she asked.
         

         
         “My brother’s brickworks factory.”

         
         “Aiden owns a factory and a gaming hell?”
         

         
         The amused grin again. “No. My other brother Mick owns this, fancies himself a builder with plans to take the worst parts
            of London and make them posh.”
         

         
         “How many brothers have you?”

         
         “Three.”

         
         “I can’t imagine it. There’s only my brother and I. He’s nine years older and seldom wants anything to do with me.”

         
         “Do you want him to?”

         
         She laughed at his bluntness. “No, not really. When he does find time, he teases me unmercifully.”

         
         “It is a law that brothers must tease their sisters.”

         
         “Have you sisters?”

         
         “Two.”

         
         She assumed his teasing of them wasn’t nearly as irritating as Neville’s of her. She actually welcomed the occasions when
            they went months without seeing each other, when he’d either been off at school or was seeing to one of the family’s estates
            in their father’s stead, learning all he needed to know in order to be a proper earl when the day came.
         

         
         “I hope you don’t find my saying this offensive, but you don’t speak like a laborer.” While his diction was far from the haughtiness
            of an aristocrat, it did reflect a certain amount of education, more than she’d have expected from someone who slaughtered
            animals for a living.
         

         
         “That’s my sister Gillie’s doing. She’s obsessed with ensuring none of us sound like we come from the gutter. She firmly believes
            we have to speak properly if we ever hope to make something of ourselves.”
         

         
         “And what will you make of yourself, Finn Trewlove?”

         
         With a wink, he gave her another flash of a smile. “That remains to be seen, Lady Lavinia.”

         
         He brought the wagon to a halt, set the brake, and climbed down. No one seemed to be about as he walked around to her side
            and held up his arms. She scooted over until he could bracket his large hands on her narrow waist while she placed her small
            hands on his broad shoulders. Slowly, ever so slowly, as though he were in no hurry, he lifted her down until her feet touched
            the earth.
         

         
         For the briefest of moments, he seemed to be studying her, and she wondered if he was ever going to release his hold on her,
            wasn’t certain she wanted him to. No one had ever looked at her as he did—with such intense interest, as though she fascinated
            him. It was rather thrilling to be the object of such attention. Finally, he dropped his hands and stepped back. “My brother
            has wagons and horses for hauling the brick. Over here.”
         

         
         She followed him to a large paddock—not a proper stable, although she could see what appeared to be some sort of wooden shelter
            in the distance. The horses she saw standing around were much bulkier than the ones in her father’s stables, but then she
            supposed they needed the muscles for hauling something as weighty as bricks. Then she spotted the elegant white mare with
            her silver mane, and her heart leaped with such joy she was surprised it didn’t burst through her chest. “Sophie! Here, girl!
            Here, sweet girl!”
         

         
         The horse trotted over, and Lavinia petted her, pressing her forehead against Sophie’s. “I thought never to see you again.
            I suppose after tonight that will be true, but at least you’ve not been taken from me completely. I’ll know you’re here, frolicking
            about, having a grand time with your new friends. I’m sorry I treated you poorly, tried to use you to gain another’s attention.
            Oh, sweet girl, I shall forever miss you.”
         

         
         Throwing back her head, Sophie neighed, and Lavinia couldn’t help but believe the horse understood every word she’d spoken
            and was expressing how much she’d miss her mistress. Then the mare scampered away.
         

         
         With happiness and relief spiraling through her, Lavinia turned to Finn. “Thank you for sparing her.”

         
         Then without thought or reasoning, in her gladness, she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            1871

         

         Finn remembered their first kiss as though it had been delivered only minutes before instead of years. It had been as brief
            as the blink of an eye, and yet he’d felt as though his lips had been branded by hers. He’d been no stranger to kisses, preferring
            those that went on for ages, slow and sensual, a feast rather than a nibble. Still, the quick brush of her mouth over his
            had rocked him back on his heels, just as her quick jab to his jaw had done moments earlier.
         

         
         Apparently, she was no happier to see him than he was to see her. Not that he was going to let on how much it hurt or angered
            him to be in her presence after all this time.
         

         
         With that blade positioned perfectly between two ribs, he stood as still as death. There was only meat to be pierced and it
            would give way easily without bone to provide a barrier to its destination. The steel was vibrating ever so slightly, and
            he could see the barest of trembling in her hand, wanted to dare her to finish what she’d begun eight years earlier, the complete
            and utter rending of his heart.
         

         
         Their breathing was shallow, fraught with tension, as they each took a measure of the other.

         
         He hadn’t planned to make his presence known, but neither had he been in a mood to see blood spilled or to wait to intervene
            until the situation escalated into an altercation that would have required a bit more effort to subdue. Although he’d been
            tempted to hold off, to see how well she might have defended herself in the face of three opponents. But he’d spoken true.
            He hadn’t liked the odds.
         

         
         Although she had some power now to her punch that she hadn’t when she was younger and had smacked him the day he’d arrived
            to take away her horse. He wondered who’d taught her to fight—and knew a surge of unwarranted jealousy at the prospect of
            some faceless man folding his hand over hers and demonstrating how to make a proper fist that was less likely to result in
            any broken bones.
         

         
         He wondered if the same person had taught her to wield the rapier. He’d been impressed with her skill and the confident way
            in which she’d handled the weapon, although being impressed annoyed him as much as the memory of their first kiss. He wasn’t
            going to race through his memories until he remembered their last kiss, the one he’d thought truly made her his—until he’d
            realized too late that it was a lie, like everything that had passed between them.
         

         
         “Have you been following me?” she asked, not even attempting to disguise the bitterness in her tone.

         
         He had been, not that he was going to directly admit that to her. He’d learned only six weeks earlier that she was in the
            area, and it hadn’t taken long to find her once he knew to look. Since then, for reasons he’d been unable to explain to himself,
            he’d been keeping a close watch on her, unaccountably curious regarding her reasons for being in this area of London. If he
            were honest with himself, he also had an unwarranted desire to ensure no harm came to her. Damn his instincts to protect that
            had landed him in trouble more than once. “There’s a bounty on your head.”
         

         
         “Yes, I’ve seen the notices posted by someone my brother hired to return me home. Is it your intention to collect on it?”

         
         “Five hundred quid is a lot of blunt.”

         
         “I shall fight you tooth and nail the entire way.”

         
         He ignored the need to take possession of that mouth that spoke with such determination and authority, making it impossible
            to doubt the words. There was a fierceness to this woman that hadn’t existed in the younger version. Oh, she’d had a temper
            and had smacked him a time or two, but he suspected she’d now use that blade on him without regret. Strange how she was acting
            the injured party when she was the one who had tossed him aside. Finn’s Folly, his brothers had called her. She’d lived up
            to the moniker with a betrayal the depths of which he’d have never believed of her.
         

         
         “I haven
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