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            Chapter One

         
         Over her years of caring for unwanted animals, Lady Penelope Campion had learned a few things.

         
         Dogs barked; rabbits hopped.

         
         Hedgehogs curled up into pincushions.

         
         Cats plopped in the middle of the drawing room carpet and licked themselves in indelicate places.

         
         Confused parrots flew out open windows and settled on ledges just out of reach. And Penny leaned over window sashes in her
            nightdress to rescue them—even if it meant risking her own neck.
         

         
         She couldn’t change her nature, any more than the lost, lonely, wounded, and abandoned creatures filling her house could change
            theirs.
         

         
         Penny gripped the window casing with one hand and waved a treat with her other. “Come now, sweeting. This way. I’ve a biscuit
            for you.”
         

         
         Delilah cocked her plumed head and regarded the treat. But she didn’t budge.

         
         Penny sighed. She had no one to blame but herself, really. She’d forgotten to cover the birdcage completely at sundown, and
            she’d left a candle burning far too late while she finished a delicious novel. However, she’d never dreamed Delilah could
            be clever enough to reach between the bars with one talon and unlatch the little door.
         

         
         Once the parrot had escaped her cage, out the window she flew.

         
         Penny pursed her lips and whistled. “See, darling? It’s a lovely biscuit, isn’t it? A gingersnap.”

         
         “Pretty girl,” the parrot chirruped.
         

         
         “Yes, dear. What a pretty, pretty girl you are.”

         
         Delilah made a tentative shuffle sideways. At last, progress.

         
         The bird came closer . . .

         
         “That’s it. Here you come, sweetheart.”

         
         Closer . . .

         
         “Good girl.”

         
         Just a few more inches . . .

         
         Drat.

         
         Delilah snatched the biscuit from Penny’s fingers, scuttled backward, and took a brief flight, coming to land on the windowsill
            of the next house.
         

         
         “No. Please. No.”

         
         With a flutter, Delilah disappeared through the open window.

         
         Drat and blast.

         
         The old Wendleby residence had lain vacant for years, save for a few servants to watch over the place, but the property had
            recently changed hands. The mysterious new owner had yet to make an appearance, but he’d sent an architect and a regiment
            of laborers to make several noisy, dusty improvements. A house under construction was no place for a defenseless bird to be
            flying about in the dark.
         

         
         Penny had to retrieve her.

         
         She eyed the ledge connecting the two houses. If she kicked off her slippers, climbed out onto the ledge, clung to the narrow
            lip of mortar with her bare toes, and inched across it . . . the open window would be within reach. The distance was only
            a few feet.
         

         
         Correction: It was only a few feet to the window. It was twenty-odd feet to the ground.

         
         Penny believed in a great many things. She believed that education was important, books were vital, women ought to have the
            vote, and most people were good, deep down. She believed that every last one of God’s creatures—human or otherwise—deserved
            love.
         

         
         However, she was not fool enough to believe she could fly.

         
         She tied her dressing gown about her waist, jammed her feet into slippers, and padded downstairs to the kitchen, where she
            eased open the top-left drawer of the spice cabinet. Just as she remembered, all the way at the back of the drawer, affixed
            to the wooden slat with a bit of candle wax, was a key.
         

         
         A key that opened the Wendlebys’ back door.

         
         Penny removed the ancient finger of metal and flaked away the wax with her thumbnail. Her family and the Wendlebys had exchanged
            keys decades ago, as good neighbors were wont to do. One never knew if an urgent situation might arise. This counted as an
            urgent situation. At this hour, waking the staff would take too much time. Delilah could fly out the way she’d entered at
            any moment. Penny could only hope that this key still fit its proper lock.
         

         
         Out into the night she went. In one hand, she carried Delilah’s empty cage. With the other, she drew her dressing gown tight
            to keep out the chill.
         

         
         Skulking past the front door of the house, she made her way down to the servants’ entrance. There, obscured by shadows, she
            slid the key into the lock, coaxing it past the tumblers. Once she’d inserted it all the way, she gave the key a wrenching
            twist.
         

         
         With a click, the lock turned. The door fell open.

         
         She paused, breathless, waiting for someone inside to raise the alarm.

         
         There was only silence, save for the thudding of her heart.

         
         Here she was, a complete stranger to criminal activity, about to commit prowling, or trespassing, or perhaps even burglary—if
            not some combination of the three.
         

         
         A faint whistle from above underscored the urgency of her mission.

         
         Closing the door behind her, Penny set the birdcage down on the floor, dug into the pocket of her dressing gown, and withdrew
            the taper and flint she’d stashed there before leaving her house. She lit the slender candle, lifted Delilah’s brass cage
            with the other, and continued into the house.
         

         
         She made her way through the servants’ hall and up a flight of stairs, emerging into the house’s main corridor. Penny hadn’t
            been in this house for several years now. At that time, what with the Wendlebys’ reduced circumstances, the place had fallen
            into a state of genteel decay.
         

         
         At last, she beheld the result of several months’ construction.

         
         If the new owner wanted a showplace, he had achieved one. A rather cold and soulless one, in her opinion. But then, she’d
            never been one for flash. And this house not only flashed—it blinded. The entrance hall was the visual equivalent of a twenty-four-trumpet
            fanfare. Gilded trim and mirrored panels caught the light from her candle, volleying the rays back and forth until they were
            amplified into a blaze.
         

         
         “Delilah,” she whispered, standing at the base of the main staircase. “Delilah, where are you?”

         
         “Pretty girl.”

         
         Penny held her candle aloft and peered upward. Delilah perched on the banister on the second-floor landing.

         
         Thank heaven.

         
         The parrot shifted her weight from one foot to the other and cocked her head.

         
         “Yes, darling.” Penny took the stairs in smooth, unhurried steps. “You are a very, very pretty girl. I know you’re grieving
            your mistress and missing your home. But this isn’t your house, see? No biscuits here. I’ll take you back home where it’s
            warm and cozy, and you shall have all the gingersnaps you wish. If you’ll only stay . . . right . . . th—”
         

         
         Just as she came within an arm’s reach, the bird flapped her wings and ascended to the next landing.

         
         “Pretty girl.”

         
         Sacrificing quiet in favor of speed, Penny raced up the steps and arrived on the landing just in time to glimpse the parrot
            dart through an open doorway. She was sufficiently familiar with the house’s arrangement to know that direction would be a
            blind end.
         

         
         She entered the room—a bedchamber with walls recently covered in lush silk damask and anchored by a massive four-poster bed.
            The bed was large enough to be a room unto itself, and cocooned by emerald velvet hangings.
         

         
         Penny quietly shut the door behind her.

         
         Delilah, I have you cornered now.

         
         Cornered, perhaps, but not yet captured.

         
         The bird led her on a chase about the room, flitting from bedpost to wardrobe to bedpost to mantel to bedpost—heavens, why
            were there so many bedposts?
         

         
         Between racing up the stairs and chasing about the room, Penny was out of breath. If she weren’t so dedicated to saving abandoned
            creatures . . .
         

         
         Delilah alighted on the washstand, and Penny dove to rescue the basin and ewer before they could crash to the floor. As she
            replaced them, she noticed several other objects on the marble table. A cake of soap, a keen-edged razor, a toothbrush and
            tooth powder. Evidence of recent occupation.
         

         
         Male occupation.
         

         
         Penny needed to catch that parrot and flee.

         
         Instead of perching on a bedpost, Delilah had made the mistake of flying beneath the canopy. Now she found her escape stymied
            by the voluminous draperies.
         

         
         Penny rushed toward the bed, took a flying leap, and managed to grasp the parrot by one tiny, taloned foot.

         
         There. I’ve got you.

         
         Catching the parrot would have been a triumph to celebrate. However, as her luck would have it, Penny immediately found herself
            caught, too.
         

         
         The chamber’s connecting door swung open. A candle threw light into the room. She lost her grip on Delilah’s leg, and the
            bird flapped out of reach once again—leaving Penny sprawled across a stranger’s bed in her nightclothes, birdless.
         

         
         As she turned her head toward the figure in the doorway, she sent up a prayer.

         
         Please be a maid.

         
         Of course she could not be so fortunate. A man stood in the connecting room doorway. He was holding a candle, and wearing
            nothing at all.
         

         
         Well, he wasn’t truly naked, she corrected. He was clothed in something. That “something” was a damp scrap of linen clinging so precariously to his hips that it could slide to the floor at any
            moment—but it qualified as clothing of a sort.
         

         
         And everyone was naked beneath their clothing, weren’t they? This wasn’t so different. Why be missish about it? After all,
            he didn’t look embarrassed. Not in the least.
         

         
         No, he looked magnificent. Magnificently irate.

         
         “Where the hell did you come from?”

         
         His tone of voice was understandably angry. It was also knee-erasing.

         
         Penny scrambled out from the bed hangings and all but tumbled to the floor. “I’m from next door. Where I live. In my house.”

         
         “Well, I own this house.”

         
         “I didn’t realize the new owner was in residence.”

         
         “As of this evening, I am.”

         
         “Yes. So I see.”

         
         She saw a great deal. Far more than was proper. Yet she couldn’t tear her gaze away.

         
         Lord, but he was a big, beautiful beast of a man.

         
         There was just so much of him. Tall, broad, powerfully muscled. And utterly bare, save for that thin bit of toweling and his
            thick, dark hair. He had a great deal of hair. Not only plastered in damp curls on his head, but defining the hard line of
            his jaw. And lightly furring his chest.
         

         
         He had nipples. Two of them.

         
         Eyes, Penny. He has two of those, too. Focus on the eyes.

         
         Sadly, that strategy didn’t help. His eyes were chips of onyx. Chips of onyx dipped in ink, then encased in obsidian, then
            daubed with pitch, then thrown into a fathomless pit. At midnight.
         

         
         “Who are you?” she breathed.
         

         
         “I’m Gabriel Duke.”

         
         Gabriel Duke.

         
         The Gabriel Duke?
         

         
         “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” she said out of habit, if only because she could hear her mother tut-tutting all the
            way from India.
         

         
         “You shouldn’t be pleased. No one else is.”

         
         No, they weren’t. The papers had exhausted an ocean of ink on this man, who came from unknown origins and now possessed untold
            influence. Ruthless, said some. Shameless, said others. Sinfully wealthy, they all agreed.
         

         
         They called him the Duke of Ruin.

         
         From somewhere above, Delilah gave a cheeky, almost salacious whistle. The parrot swooped out from beneath the bed hangings
            and flew all the way across the room, alighting on an unused candle sconce on the opposite wall. Placing herself directly
            behind Penny’s new, impressively virile neighbor.
         

         
         Oh, you traitorous bird.

         
         He flinched and ducked as the parrot swept overhead. “What the devil was that?”

         
         “I can explain.”

         
         I just don’t particularly want to.

         
         “It’s a parrot,” she said. “My parrot.”

         
         “Right. And who are you, again?”

         
         “I . . . erm . . .” Her hands couldn’t decide where to be. They merely displayed the panicked desire to be anywhere else.

         
         Water dripped from some hard, slick part of his body, counting out the beats of her mortification.

         
         Drip. Drip. Drip.

         
         “I’m Lady Penelope Campion.”

         
          

         Lady Penelope Campion.

         
         The Lady Penelope Campion?
         

         
         Gabe tilted his head to one side, shaking the last bit of bathwater from his ear. He could not have heard her correctly. Surely
            she meant to say she was a servant in the house of Lady Penelope Campion.
         

         
         “You can’t be Lady Penelope.”

         
         “I can’t?”

         
         “No. Lady Penelope is a spinster who lives alone with dozens of cats.”

         
         “Not dozens,” she said. “A touch over one dozen at the moment, but that’s only because it’s springtime. Kitten season, you know.”
         

         
         No, he didn’t know. None of this made any sense whatsoever.

         
         Lady Penelope Campion was the main reason he’d acquired this property. New-money families would pay outrageous amounts to
            live next door to a lady, even if said lady was an unappealing spinster.
         

         
         How on earth was this woman a spinster? She was an earl’s daughter, surely possessed of a large dowry. If none of the title-hungry, debt-ridden
            layabouts in Mayfair had seen fit to propose marriage, simple logic dictated there must be something remarkably off-putting
            about her. An unbearably grating voice, perhaps. A snaggletooth, or poor personal hygiene.
         

         
         But she displayed none of those features. She was young and pretty, with no detectable odor. Her teeth were a string of pearls,
            and she had a voice like sunshine. There was nothing off-putting about her whatsoever. She was . . . on-putting, in every
            way.
         

         
         Good God, he was going to sell this house for a bloody fortune.

         
         Assuming the lady wasn’t ruined, of course.

         
         At her level of society, being ruined didn’t take much. Strictly as a random example, she could be ruined by being found alone
            and scarcely clothed in the bedchamber of the aristocracy’s most detested, and currently most naked, villain.
         

         
         “You need to leave,” he said. “At once.”

         
         “I can’t. Not before retrieving—”

         
         “Wait here. I’m going to dress, and then I’ll see you home. Discreetly.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “No argument,” he growled.

         
         Gabe had clawed and climbed his way out of the gutters, using the ruined aristocrats of London as stepping-stones along his
            way. But he hadn’t forgotten where he came from. He’d learned how to talk and walk among people who would think themselves
            his betters. But that lowborn street urchin still lived within him—including the rough cutpurse voice that had genteel ladies
            clutching their reticules. When he chose to use that voice, it seldom went unheeded.
         

         
         Lady Penelope Campion wasn’t paying attention at all.

         
         Her gaze was focused on something behind him, over his shoulder. He instinctively began to turn his head.

         
         “Stop,” she said with perfect calm. “Don’t move.”

         
         He heard a strange flutter, and in the next moment it happened.

         
         A bird landed on his shoulder. A parrot, she’d said? The creature’s toes prickled along his skin. His muscle twitched with
            the urge to shrug it off.
         

         
         “No, don’t,” she said. “I’ll come for her.”

         
         Usually, Gabe would balk at taking orders from a lady—or from anyone else. However, this was a decidedly unusual situation.

         
         “Pretty girl,” the bird squawked.
         

         
         Gabe set his jaw. Do you think I haven’t noticed that, you cursed pigeon with pretensions?

         
         She crept toward him, padding noiselessly over the carpet, step by silent step. And as she came, sweet words fell from her
            lips like drops of raw honey.
         

         
         “That’s it, darling,” she murmured.

         
         The fine hairs on the back of his neck lifted.

         
         “Stay . . . right . . . there.”

         
         The hairs on his arms lifted, too.

         
         “Yes,” she breathed. “Just like that.”

         
         Now she had the hairs on his calves involved. Damn it, he had too many hairs. By the end of this they would all be standing
            at attention.
         

         
         Along with other parts of him.

         
         “Don’t stir,” she said.

         
         He couldn’t speak for the parrot, but Gabe was doing some stirring. One part of him had a mind of its own, especially when
            it came to beautiful women in translucent chemises. He hadn’t lain with a woman in some time, but his body hadn’t forgotten
            how.
         

         
         He couldn’t help himself. He stole a glance at her face. Just a half-second’s view. Not long enough to pore over every detail
            of her features. In fact, he didn’t get any further than her lips. Lips as lush as petals, painted in soft, tender pink.
         

         
         She was so close now. Near enough that when he breathed, he inhaled a lungful of her scent. She smelled delicious. A faint
            hunger rose in his chest.
         

         
         “I know you’re feeling lost. And not a little frightened. You miss her terribly, don’t you? But I’m here, darling. I’m here.”

         
         Her words sent a strange ache spreading from his teeth to his toes. A painful awareness of all his hollow, empty places.

         
         “Come home with me,” she whispered. “And we’ll sort out the rest together.”

         
         He couldn’t take any more of this. “For God’s sake, get the damned thing off me.”

         
         At last, she collected the feathered beast. “There we are.” Cradling it in her arms, she carried the parrot to its birdcage
            and tucked it within.
         

         
         Gabe exhaled with relief.

         
         “She’d settle more if I covered her cage,” his beautiful intruder said. “I don’t suppose you have a towel?”

         
         He glanced at the linen slung about his hips. “How badly do you want it?”

         
         Her cheeks flushed. “Never mind. I’ll be going.”

         
         “I’m going to walk you.”

         
         “Truly, you needn’t do that. It’s only next door. No more than twenty paces down the street.”

         
         “That’s twenty paces too many.”

         
         Gabe might not operate by polite society’s rules, but he understood them sufficiently to know this situation violated at least
            seventeen of them. And anything that damaged her reputation would decrease the profit he stood to collect on this house.
         

         
         Until he sold this property, her worth was intertwined with his.

         
         “You’re no doubt accustomed to having your way, Your Ladyship. But I’ve ruined enough lords, baronets, knights, and gentlemen
            to fill the whole of Bloom Square.” He arched an eyebrow. “Believe me when I say, you’ve met your match.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Penny watched in silence as the Gabriel Duke turned and stalked to his dressing room.
         

         
         Then she melted into a quivering pool on the floor.

         
         Heavens.

         
         He’d left the door ajar. As his towel dropped to the floor, she caught a glimpse of taut, muscled backside before tearing
            her gaze away.
         

         
         Oh Lord oh Lord oh Lord.

         
         Once she’d latched and relatched Delilah’s cage for good measure, Penny stood and attempted to piece herself back together.

         
         She glanced at her dressing gown. The faded toile print was years behind the fashion, and the ends of the sash were hopelessly
            frayed—the casualty of many a playful kitten’s swipe. And her hair . . . Oh, she could only imagine the state of her hair
            after this adventure.
         

         
         She peered into the dressing-table mirror. Worse than she’d feared. Her plait made Delilah’s ruffled crest look sleek. Penny
            quickly unknotted the bit of muslin around her braid and combed her hair with her fingers before rebraiding it and tying off
            the end.
         

         
         She squinted into the mirror again. Better, she judged. Not a great deal better. But better.

         
         “Pretty girl!”

         
         From the dressing room, Mr. Duke gave an annoyed groan.

         
         “I’m so sorry for the imposition,” she called. “Delilah only came to live in Bloom Square a few weeks ago. Her mistress passed
            away. Parrots are loyal and intelligent, and they often outlive their human companions. So she’s not only been uprooted from
            her home, she’s in mourning.”
         

         
         “I must say, she doesn’t sound particularly aggrieved to me.”

         
         “She does say the most amusing things, doesn’t she? ‘Pretty girl,’ and ‘yes,’ and—Do you hear that one? ‘Fancy a . . .’ what?
            I never can catch what she’s saying at the end. It’s certainly not biscuit. ‘Fancy a cuppa,’ perhaps? But who gives a parrot
            tea? It sounds a great deal like ‘fancy a foxglove,’ but that makes even less sense. I don’t mind saying the mystery is driving
            me a bit mad.”
         

         
         “Fuck.”

         
         She froze. “I’m not that upset about it.”
         

         
         He returned to the bedchamber, now clothed in a pair of trousers and an unbuttoned shirt. “It’s what the parrot’s saying.
            ‘Fancy a fuck, love.’ That bird came from a whorehouse.”
         

         
         She spent a few moments in scandalized silence. No one had ever spoken to her in such a manner—but that wasn’t the disturbing
            part. The disturbing part was how much she liked it.
         

         
         “That can’t be,” she said. “She belonged to a little old lady. That’s what I was told.”

         
         “Bawds turn into little old ladies, too.”

         
         “Pretty girl.” Delilah gave a cheeky whistle. “Fancy a f—”

         
         Penny pressed a hand to her mouth. “Oh, no.”

         
         “Yes! Yes! Ooh! Yes!”

         
         Mr. Duke sat to pull on his boots. “Please tell me I don’t need to translate that for you.”
         

         
         Penny couldn’t think of anything she might say to make this exchange less horrifying. She couldn’t have said anything at all.
            It wasn’t that she’d lost her tongue. Her tongue had curled up and died.
         

         
         Boots donned, he strode to the door and held it open for her. Penny gratefully lifted the birdcage and hurried to escape.

         
         “I know how fragile a lady’s reputation can be,” he said. “Just so it’s understood—no one can ever know you were here.”

         
         “Lady Penelope?”

         
         Penny jumped in her skin.

         
         The housekeeper, Mrs. Burns, stood in the corridor. Her eyes slid to her employer. “Mr. Duke.”

         
         Mr. Duke cursed under his breath. If she were the sort to use profanity, Penny would have cursed, too.

         
         Mrs. Burns had managed the Wendleby house for as long as Penny could remember. When she was a girl, the housekeeper had terrified
            her.
         

         
         Little had changed in that regard. The woman was even more frightening now, clad in black from head to toe with her hair parted
            severely down the center. The candle she held threw macabre shadows across her face.
         

         
         “Is there some way I can be of service?” she solemnly intoned.

         
         “My parrot flew in through the window and I came over to retrieve her,” Penny hastily explained. “Mr. Duke was kind enough
            to help. Mrs. Burns, perhaps you’d be so good as to accompany me home?”
         

         
         “That would be prudent.” The housekeeper gave her a disapproving look. “In the future, my lady, might I suggest you wake a
            servant to let you in the house.”
         

         
         “Oh, this won’t happen again.” Penny slid a glance toward Mr. Duke as she moved to leave. “I can promise you that.”

         
         In fact, Penny had formed a simple plan to cope with this situation.

         
         Thank the man for his help . . .

         
         Calmly make her retreat . . .

         
         And then never, ever leave her house again.

         
          

         As the owner of properties all over Britain—hotels, town houses, mines, factories, country estates—Gabe was accustomed to
            awakening in unfamiliar rooms. Three things, however, never altered.
         

         
         He always woke with the dawn.

         
         He always woke hungry.

         
         And he always woke up alone.

         
         He had a set of rules when it came to sexual congress—he didn’t pay for it, he wouldn’t beg for it, and he damned well wasn’t
            going to wed for it. When based in London, he found casual lovers with no difficulty, but lately he’d been moving from place
            to place so often he simply couldn’t find the time.
         

         
         On this particular morning, he sat up in the bed, gave himself a shake, and familiarized himself with his surroundings. Mayfair.
            Bloom Square. The house that ought to bring a satisfying profit, once it was finally ready to be sold.
         

         
         The house next door to her. Lady Penelope Campion—the aging, frazzled, unsightly spinster who . . .
         

         
         Who wasn’t any of those things. Not by a mile. As fortune would have it, Lady Penelope Campion turned out to be a fair-haired,
            blue-eyed beauty.
         

         
         In his mind’s eye, he could still see her sprawled across this bed in her dressing gown. Like an all-grown-up Goldilocks,
            having crept into his house uninvited to test the mattress. Too soft, too hard . . . ?
         

         
         He didn’t know her opinion, but Gabe’s reaction was the latter. His cock was in its usual morning prime, standing at full
            mast.
         

         
         He scrubbed his face with one hand and stumbled to the bathroom.

         
         He’d been too weary from travel to inspect the new fixtures yesterday, but all looked to be in order this morning. Tiled marble
            floor and an immense copper tub, complete with taps for running water—both hot and cold.
         

         
         Last night he’d settled for a quick, cold dousing. Today, he meant to have a hot bath. He settled into the tub and turned
            the tap marked with an H. The tap shivered, but refused to give up any water. Gabe gave it a gentle shake, then a firm slap.
            Nothing.
         

         
         In all his life, he’d never backed down from a fight, but this had to be his most inane confrontation yet: fisticuffs with
            a water tap.
         

         
         He banged on the pipe, and it finally gave way with a rattle and groan. A blast of cold water sprayed him in the face. Needles
            of ice speared him in the eyes, the mouth. Bloody hell, even up his nose.
         

         
         Round one to the water tap.

         
         Blocking the spray with one hand, he closed the H tap with the other. Annoyed, he reached for the one marked with a C. A cold
            bath did have its benefits. After a few minutes of scrubbing in the bollocks-shrinking bathwater, he’d rinsed his mind of
            his neighbor’s soft, pink lips.
         

         
         Mostly.

         
         The remainder of his morning toilette was simple. He brushed his teeth, shaved, combed back his stubborn shock of hair, and
            dressed.
         

         
         Before leaving the room, he reached for the dull silver coin on the dressing table—a single shilling, rubbed smooth—and tucked
            it in the pocket of his waistcoat. Over the years, a shilling had become his talisman. A reminder of where he’d come from,
            and how far he’d climbed. Gabe never went anywhere without one.
         

         
         He opened the door and bellowed. “Hammond!”

         
         His architect appeared a minute later, huffing from the climb up the stairs. “Good morning, Mr. Duke.”

         
         “It might be a good morning, if the hot water taps I paid hundreds to install were functioning.” He shook his head. “This
            house should have been complete months ago.”
         

         
         “I know that was your hope, sir.”

         
         “It was my expectation,” Gabe corrected. “I spent three years wrangling in Chancery to gain possession of the place. I’m spending
            thousands to bring it up to modern standards. But I can’t turn a profit until I sell it.”
         

         
         “As I indicated in my correspondence, Mr. Duke, there have been a few obstacles.”

         
         “You call them obstacles. To me, they sound like excuses.” He gestured at the water basin. “You told me this is the latest
            innovation. Hot running water.”
         

         
         “It is the latest innovation. It’s so new, in fact, that this is only the second boiler of its kind in England. There’s only one
            man on this side of the Channel who knows how to perform repairs.”
         

         
         “So get that man in here to repair the cursed thing.”

         
         “Yes, well, here we come to the obstacle.” Hammond pushed both hands through his silver hair. “That particular man is dead.”

         
         Gabe swore. “Get the other one on a ship, then.”

         
         “Already under way.”

         
         As they strode down the corridor, Gabe stopped to peer through the open doors, surveying the progress in each chamber. No
            wallpaper in this one, unfinished molding in another . . .
         

         
         Unacceptable.

         
         “So tell me about these other ‘obstacles’ you’ve encountered.”

         
         Hammond stared down the staircase and lowered his voice, speaking through unmoving lips. “I’m looking at one of them now.”

         
         Gabe peered in the same direction. “The housekeeper?”

         
         “Oh, good,” he muttered. “You see her, too.”

         
         “Should I not?”

         
         “I don’t know. I’m not certain she’s human. Sometimes I think she’s a ghost who’s been haunting the place for centuries.”

         
         Gabe gave his architect a worried look. Maybe Hammond needed a holiday. The man was getting on in years.
         

         
         He assessed the housekeeper in the light of day. The woman carried herself with a strict demeanor, and her appearance might
            as well have been sketched in charcoal—from her severely parted black hair, down her black buttoned frock, all the way to
            her polished black shoes.
         

         
         “She looks like the typical housekeeper if you ask me.”

         
         “There is nothing typical about that woman,” Hammond said. “You’ll see. I swear, she moves through walls. Materializes out
            of thin air. You’ll be walking down a perfectly empty corridor. Suddenly, there she is right in front of you.”
         

         
         Gabe had to admit, she’d certainly appeared out of nowhere last night.

         
         “I’m an architect. If there were secret corridors in this house, I’d know—and there aren’t. I’m telling you, she’s some kind
            of spirit. I’m hoping you’ll sack her, but I’m not certain it would work. You’ll need an exorcism, I think.”
         

         
         “Finding and training a suitable replacement would be a monumental task on its own.” Gabe knew the value of a competent employee—and
            after last night, he wasn’t giving the woman any reason to go spreading vindictive rumors about. “So long as she’s loyal,
            she stays.”
         

         
         “She’s much too loyal. She doesn’t want anything changed. Projects that were done one day will be mysteriously undone the next morning.”
         

         
         “So she’s meddling?”

         
         “That, or working incantations.”

         
         “I’m not going to sack her. When people are competent in their posts, I keep them on.” He gave Hammond a look. “Even if they
            are annoying.”
         

         
         “I worried you’d say as much.” Hammond sighed. “Whatever else can be said for the creature, she does know this house. Better
            than you know the face of a shilling.”
         

         
         I doubt that.

         
         “But when she has you scared out of your wits,” Hammond said, “don’t come knocking at my door in the middle of the night.
            I won’t let you in.”
         

         
         “How disappointing.”

         
         They made their way down the remainder of the stairs and into the breakfast room. A bowl of fruit sat on the table, waiting.
            Gabe’s mouth watered, and yet—as always—his instinct was to hesitate.
         

         
         Don’t touch it, boy. That’s not for the likes of you.

         
         No matter how much wealth he amassed, it seemed he would never banish that voice. And no matter how much he devoured, satisfaction
            eluded him. The hunger never went away.
         

         
         He reached for an apple, shined it on his waistcoat, and took a defiant bite.

         
         “And then there’s your third problem.” Hammond nodded at the window. “Just out there, on the green. Lady Penelope Campion.”

         
         Gabe strolled to the window. She looked different this morning. Different, but no less pretty. The spring sunshine lent her
            fair hair a golden sheen, and a simple frock skimmed the contours of her tempting, graceful curves. Even from here, he could
            see her smile.
         

         
         Lovely as she might be, she wasn’t Gabe’s usual sort. He wanted nothing to do with delicate, pampered misses possessing no
            knowledge of the world beyond Mayfair. They were painted china on a high shelf, and he was the bull charging through the shop.
         

         
         All the more worrisome, then, that Lady Penelope was working her way under his skin.

         
         He took another bite of his apple, snapping the crisp sweetness down to the core.

         
         Gabe watched her move to the center of the green. In one gloved hand, she clutched a leash. The other end of the leash was
            attached to . . . something furry and brown that rolled.

         
         “What is that?”

         
         “That would be a mongrel with two lamed hind legs. Apparently, Her Ladyship’s friend devised a little chariot for his rear
            half, and the dog careens around the neighborhood like a yapping billiard ball. If you think that’s strange, wait until you
            see the goat.”
         

         
         “Hold a moment. There’s a goat?”
         

         
         “Oh, yes. She grazes it on the square every afternoon. Doesn’t precisely elevate the atmosphere of Bloom Square, now does
            it?”
         

         
         “I see the problem.”

         
         “I’m only getting started. Her Ladyship has single-handedly set us back a month on the improvements.” Hammond pulled a collection
            of letters from a folio. He held one aloft and read from it. “‘Dear Mr. Hammond, I must request that you delay completion
            of the parquet flooring. The fumes from the lacquer are dizzying the hens. Sincerely yours, Lady Penelope Campion.’”
         

         
         He withdrew another. “‘Dear Mr. Hammond, I’m afraid your improvements to the mews must be temporarily halted. I’ve located
            a litter of newborn kittens in the hayloft. Their mother is looking after them, but as their eyes are not yet open, they should
            not be displaced for another week. Thank you for your cooperation. Gratefully yours, Lady Penelope Campion.’”
         

         
         Gabe sensed a theme.

         
         “Oh, and here’s my favorite.” Hammond shook open a letter and cleared his throat for dramatic effect. “‘Dear Mr. Hammond,
            if it is not too great an imposition, might I ask that your workers refrain from performing heavy labor between nine o’clock
            in the morning and half-three in the afternoon? Hedgehogs are nocturnal animals, and sensitive to loud noises. My dear Freya
            is losing quills. I feel certain this will concern you as much as it does me. Neighborly yours, Lady Penelope Campion.’” He
            tossed the folio of letters onto the table, where they landed with a smack. “Her hedgehog. Really.”
         

         
         Outside, Her Ladyship coaxed her dog back toward the house, lifting both dog and cart up the few steps to her door. Gabe turned
            away from the window, rubbing his temples.
         

         
         “The situation is untenable, and that makes the house unsellable. No one wants to live next to a barnyard. I’ve tried reasoning
            with her, but when it comes to those animals, she’s surprisingly tenacious.”
         

         
         Tenacious, indeed. And sufficiently reckless to trespass in a house after midnight and recover a parrot from a near-naked
            stranger’s shoulder.
         

         
         However, even that degree of tenacity had poor odds against sheer ruthlessness. Lady Penelope Campion had a softness for animals.
            Gabe had no softness at all.
         

         
         “You make certain the work is done and bring in potential buyers.” Gabe tossed the apple core into the fireplace grate. “I’ll
            handle Lady Penelope Campion.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         By society’s standards, Penny was rather lacking in accomplishments. As the daughter of an earl, she’d been given the best
            possible education. Governesses fluent in three languages, a full two years at finishing school, then private tutors in art,
            music, dancing.
         

         
         None of it seemed to take. She’d never found an instrument willing to give up a tune for her, no matter how she strummed,
            plucked, or begged it. She’d attained only marginal competence in sketching.
         

         
         And dancing? Impossible.

         
         Penny did, however, emerge from adolescence with unparalleled accomplishment in one pursuit.

         
         Caring.

         
         Nothing pleased her more than looking after those around her. Feeding them, warming them, protecting them, giving them a home.
            She doled out affection from an endless supply.
         

         
         The only problem was, she was running out of people to claim it.

         
         She had her family, of course. But first her parents had gone to India as diplomats. Her eldest brother, Bradford, lived in
            Cumberland with his wife and managed the family estate. Timothy, the middle child of their threesome, had joined the Royal
            Navy.
         

         
         Still, she had the most wonderful friends. Never mind that the finishing school girls had scorned her. Penny welcomed the
            misfits of Bloom Square. Emma, Alexandra, Nicola. Together, they made the rounds of the bookshops, walked in the park, and
            gathered at her house for tea every Thursday.
         

         
         Or at least they had done so, until her friends began to start families of their own. First, Emma’s marriage to the Duke of Ashbury had transformed
            from a convenient arrangement into passionate devotion. Next, Alex had bewitched London’s most infamous rake and became Mrs.
            Chase Reynaud. As for brilliant, inventive Nicola . . . ?
         

         
         Penny scanned the note she’d just received, peering hard to make out the breathless scrawl of ink.

         
         
            Can’t today. Biscuits burned. Breakthrough near. Next Thursday?

            Love, N

         

         Penny laid aside the charred scrap of paper and regarded the tray of sandwiches on the tea table, all trimmed of their crusts
            and ready for a gathering that wouldn’t take place.
         

         
         Fortunately, in this house, food seldom went to waste.

         
         Taking a sandwich, she crouched near to the floor and whistled. Bixby scampered down the corridor, his two front paws clicking
            over the floorboards and his lamed hind legs following right behind, rolling along in an ingenious chariot of Nicola’s design.
         

         
         After several excited sniffs, the dog gave the crustless triangle a cautious lick.

         
         “Go on,” she urged. “It’s a new recipe. You’ll like it.”

         
         Just as Bixby sank his dart-point teeth into the sandwich, the doorbell rang. Penny rushed to answer it. At the last moment,
            she hesitated with her hand on the door latch.
         

         
         Could it be him?

         
         It wouldn’t be him, she told herself.

         
         But what if it was?

         
         Sensing her unease, Bixby whined and nosed at her ankles. Taking a deep breath to calm her nerves, Penny opened the door.

         
         “Oh,” she said, trying not to sound dejected. “Aunt Caroline.”

         
         Her aunt entered the house in her usual manner—like a snobbish traveler disembarking on a foreign shore, visiting a land where
            the native people spoke a different language, exchanged different currency, worshipped different gods. Her eyes took in the
            place with a cool, smug sort of interest. As though, while she had no desire to truly understand this alien culture, she’d
            been reading up.
         

         
         Most of all, she was careful where she stepped.

         
         When she’d completed her quiet survey of the drawing room, she gave a weary sigh. “Oh, Penelope.”

         
         “It’s lovely to see you, too, Aunt.”

         
         Her aunt’s eyes fell on the quilt-lined basket near the hearth. “Is that still the same hedgehog?”

         
         Penny decided to change the subject. “Do sit down, and I’ll ring for a new pot of tea.”

         
         “Thank you, no.” Her aunt plucked a tuft of cat hair from the armchair, pinching it between her thumb and forefinger and holding
            it away from her body. Frowning at the bit of fluff, she released it and watched it waft to the floor. “What I have to say
            won’t take long, anyhow. I’ve had a letter from Bradford. He insists you return to Cumberland.”
         

         
         Penny was stunned. “For the summer?”

         
         “For the remainder of your life, I believe.”

         
         No.

         
         No, no, no.

         
         Her aunt lifted a hand, barricading herself against dissent. “Your brother has asked me to tell you he’ll be traveling to
            London in a month
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