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            Prologue

         
         
            London

            Winter 1841

         

         Ettie Trewlove was accustomed to the echo of babies wailing. After all, she had four, but these haunting cries came from beyond
            her thin wooden door. Waiting for the harsh knock that would call her forth, she looked at her darling boys, lined up in their
            tiny bed, asleep, and wondered how she would manage if she took on another. The few meager coins placed in her palm wouldn’t
            be enough to feed and clothe the newest one for long. It never was.
         

         
         “No more,” she whispered. “No more.”

         
         She had to be strong and turn this one away, no matter that it broke her heart doing so, no matter that she was possibly condemning
            the child to a worse fate.
         

         
         But the knock never sounded, yet the keening continued ringing in her ears. Slowly, ever so slowly, she approached the door—the
            frigid whistling wind slipping past its edges—released the latch, opened it, and gazed out. Big fat snowflakes floated down
            from the heavens, coating everything in pristine white that would soon turn black, including the wicker basket on her doorstep
            and the red-faced child within it, whose bare arms flailed ineffectually at the cold, the injustice, the harshness of life.
         

         
         Stepping out, Ettie glanced up and down the dismal street, not even a streetlamp to aid in her quest, only faint light feathering
            out from a window here and there. Not a soul to be seen, no one scurrying away. Whoever had deposited this bairn on her stoop
            had made a hasty retreat, but then humiliation seldom had anyone lingering in her presence.
         

         
         “Not even decent enough to leave a few pennies behind,” she grumbled as she bent down, lifted the basket into her arms, and
            carried it, along with its precious bundle, into the protective shelter that waited inside. She set it on the table and studied
            the little one, who continued to bellow indignantly.
         

         
         The covering was too thin to provide any sort of protection. Moving it aside, she saw that she’d been brought a girl. The
            child wore no clothing, no nappy. By the looks of her, she was only a few hours old. Life in the rookeries was neither kind
            nor safe for a lass.
         

         
         Cradling the babe as though she were delicate porcelain, Ettie Trewlove eased into the rocker before the hearth where a few
            lumps of coal released heat insufficient to warm most of the room. When she’d become a widow a little over three years ago,
            she’d needed some means to provide for herself. A woman she knew had boasted about the lucrative practice of caring for the
            well-to-do’s by-blows. Foundling homes wouldn’t take those conceived in sin, born of shame. Neither would workhouses. What
            was to be done with them when their very presence was a mark of disgrace?
         

         
         But she could no longer bring herself to cast aside the innocents as many did, which was the reason she had four boys dependent
            on her. And now this little one.
         

         
         She might not have much in the way of creature comforts to offer the child, but she did have love. She prayed it would be
            enough.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Whitechapel

            Mid-August 1871

         

         He died because of a damned timepiece.

         
         Antony Coventry, the ninth Duke of Thornley, took what comfort he could from knowing word of his idiocy would go to the grave
            with him.
         

         
         Although at that particular moment, any sort of comfort was difficult to come by. The ruffians were indeed rough, two of them
            tugging off his boots, another his jacket, while the fourth struggled to unhook the watch chain from his waistcoat button.
            Odd thing that the thief was now taking such care when only moments before he’d landed a blow to the side of Thorne’s head
            that had left him temporarily senseless.
         

         
         Which might have resulted in his decision to stand his ground over the watch.

         
         Without much of a fuss he’d handed over his purse and signet ring. He wasn’t a fool. Four to one odds weren’t good. Money
            and rings could be replaced. The punch to his temple had come about because he hadn’t surrendered the items quickly enough
            for the ringleader’s satisfaction.
         

         
         “We want the timepiece faster,” the lout had stated with a sneer.

         
         The timepiece. It had been handed down through four generations. The engraved crest on the cover had been worn thin from one
            duke after another rubbing and worrying his thumb over it when faced with a difficult decision. He’d been ten and five when
            his father, on his deathbed, in a moment of rare lucidity, had placed it against his palm and folded his fingers over it.
            “Your legacy. Guard it well. Make me proud.”
         

         
         So to the oafs surrounding him in the dark mews with the fog swirling about, he’d announced, “I fear, gentlemen, I’ve handed
            over all I intend. The watch stays with me.”
         

         
         He might have answered differently had he seen the knives earlier. No, he bloody well would not have. They’d gotten him in
            the thigh, the side, the shoulder, the arm. The blows from hard knuckles and booted feet that had followed when he dropped
            to his knees had taken him down completely, left him lying there in the dirt and grime, feeling his warm blood soaking through
            what remained of his clothing and turning cold. The edges of his vision had long been darkening until all he could see were
            the grubby hands closing around the treasured watch.
         

         
         “Got it!” the bastard cried.

         
         “No!” screamed through the pulsing thrum rushing between his ears. Must have screamed through his mouth as well because the
            thief widened his eyes just as Thorne’s tightly balled fist, backed by whatever lingering strength remained to him, landed
            a solid punch to the miscreant’s jaw. The satisfying crunch of bone cracking echoed through the night just before another
            knife slid through skin and meat and muscle—
         

         
         “Oi! What the devil are you lot up to?”

         
         The men froze as the demanding shout reverberated around them, bouncing off the walls of the surrounding buildings.

         
         “Christ, it’s Gil. Let’s get the bloody ’ell outta ’ere,” the leader muttered as though his jaw was no longer properly hinged.

         
         He heard their thundering feet fading away in the distance as they raced off. Another sound followed, softer footsteps but
            more hurried. He became vaguely aware of a presence, someone kneeling beside him, gentle hands touching him with care.
         

         
         “Ah, hell, you’re a bloody mess.”

         
         An angel’s voice. He didn’t think she was swearing, but making a truthful statement regarding his blood-soaked clothes. Where
            had she come from? A companion to the fellow named Gil? Had he gone after the footpads? He wished he could see her more clearly
            but the darkness was closing in on him. “My . . . watch.”
         

         
         She leaned nearer and brought with her the scent of . . . beer? “Pardon?”

         
         “Watch.” The blackguard had dropped it. He’d heard it fall. In desperation, he patted the ground at his side. He needed to
            find it.
         

         
         Then she took his hand, cradled it within hers, long slender fingers closing around him. “There’s no timepiece, pet. Nothing
            here.”
         

         
         There had to be. He was supposed to pass it on to his son someday. But there would be no son now. No heir. No spare. No wife.

         
         Only death. In a rotten-smelling, mucked-up alleyway that had suddenly turned frigid, causing ice to form in his veins, to
            leak through to his bones. The only warmth offered was where she touched him. He tightened his hold, hoping her heat would
            spread through him, would give him strength. He couldn’t die, not like this, not without a fight.
         

         
         He couldn’t give up. Not until he found Lavinia.

         
          

         Gillian Trewlove worked her arm around the man’s shoulders, tried to leverage him up, and swore softly. “You’re bloody heavy.”

         
         Stretched out as he was, it was difficult to tell precisely, but she’d place him at a couple of inches taller than she was,
            which put him on the higher side of six feet. She patted his bristly cheek until he stirred from the depths of oblivion into
            which he’d fallen. “Come on now, pet. Up with you.”
         

         
         He nodded, struggled to push himself up to a sitting position, while she did what she could to assist him, tugging here, pushing
            there, and ignoring his groans of pain. The coppery stench of blood scented the air. His clothes were wet, and it wasn’t from
            the dampness of the heavy fog settling in and wrapping around them like a wispy shroud.
         

         
         “Look, I can’t carry you on my own. I know the darkness is calling to you, and she’s a tempting mistress, but you have to
            resist. You’ve got to fight her and help me here.”
         

         
         Another nod. A grunt. Labored breathing. She slid in against him, slipped beneath his arm, giving him her shoulder to use
            as a crutch while she snaked her arm around his back, closed her hand against his side—he released another groan muffled by
            clenched teeth—and felt the liquid warmth pour over her fingers. Not good. Not good at all.
         

         
         Leaning on her, using the brick wall for support, he pushed, she pulled, until he was on his feet. Ah, yes, well over six
            feet.
         

         
         “All right now. My place is just up here. Not far.” As usual she’d closed up her tavern at midnight, her employees had all
            headed home after setting the place to rights, and she’d worked on her books for a while. She’d finished up at half past one
            and had been taking out the rubbish when she heard the commotion, not at all pleased to find nefarious deeds occurring behind
            her establishment. She didn’t allow for shenanigans inside; she certainly wasn’t going to allow them to occur on the other
            side of her walls. Her tolerance for misdeeds was a low threshold that went even lower when it came to causing injury to people.
         

         
         Their pace was slow, his breathing harsh and uneven, and more than once he stumbled, staggered, righted himself. Cooing gently,
            she encouraged him with words of praise for each step taken when he didn’t falter or fall. She considered hauling him into
            the tavern, but it would be bad luck if he died there. Better option was her flat, although the stairs would be a challenge.
            Finally they reached them. “Grab the banister, pull yourself up. Lift your feet a little bit higher.”
         

         
         “Right.” The word came out low but determined.

         
         “You’re going to make it.”

         
         “Better. Have some scores to settle.”

         
         A man with a purpose could survive a hell of a lot. Her brothers had taught her that. “Save your breath and your strength
            for the climb.”
         

         
         It was long and arduous, but she had to give him credit for never faltering, even though he’d begun to shiver, and that concerned
            her. It was a cool night, but not so much that one needed much of a wrap, and their efforts were keeping her far too warm.
            But then she had a great deal more blood rushing through her, while his was leaking out, leaving a trail marking his progress.
            He dropped to his knees three steps shy of the landing, and she nearly tumbled on top of him. Catching her balance, she knelt
            beside him. “Almost there.”
         

         
         Crawling, he laboriously took one step, then another. She hopped to her feet, located her key, unlocked the door, and swung
            it open. “When you get inside, you can collapse on the floor.”
         

         
         He did just that.

         
         She rushed out, down the stairs, and back into the tavern. “Robin!”

         
         The little urchin who slept on a small bed near the fireplace, in spite of her best efforts to move him into a proper home—he
            simply wouldn’t have it—sat up and rubbed his eyes. “Aye?”
         

         
         “Fetch Dr. Graves to my flat immediately.” She slapped some coins into his hand. “Take a hansom if you can find one. You need
            to be quick. Tell him there’s a man dying on my floor.”
         

         
         “Did ye try to kill ’im, Gillie?”

         
         “Him,” she repeated automatically, emphasizing the h, always striving to improve his pronunciation of words because she’d learned early on that speech affected people’s perceptions
            of a person. “If it’d been me, there wouldn’t have been a try, now would there? He’d be dead.”
         

         
         “Wot ’appened then?”

         
         Another h lost, but she didn’t have time to correct him again. “Later. Fetch Dr. Graves. Be quick about it.”
         

         
         The lad shoved his feet into his shoes and took off at a gallop. Hurrying back to her lodgings, she was discouraged to find
            the man hadn’t moved a muscle during the time she was gone. Placing her fingers above his upper lip, she felt his faint breath
            whisper over her skin. Relief washed through her. Leaning near his ear, she commanded, “Don’t you dare die on me.”
         

         
          

         Her voice came to him through the fog, soft but slightly raspy, urging him on, keeping him tethered to this world when his
            aching body and wounded soul wanted to sink into a vast oblivion where peace hovered. She draped a thick woolen blanket over
            him, but his shivering continued unheeded, his clenched teeth doing little to prevent their clattering. She pressed a hand
            to the worst of the gashes. Hurt like the very devil, but a distant part of him that could still process thought understood
            she needed to stanch the flow of blood if he were to have any hope at all of surviving.
         

         
         “Stay with me now,” she urged. “Dr. Graves will be here soon.”

         
         Graves? One of the physicians to the queen? How did she, living in the squalor of Whitechapel, know such an illustrious man?

         
         “What’s your name?” she asked.

         
         The other thoughts flittered away as he worked to concentrate on responding to such a simple question. “Thorne.”

         
         “I’m Gillie.”

         
         Was she the Gil the ruffians had run from? He’d thought it short for Gilbert. Squinting, he fought to bring the hovering person
            into sharper focus, but his vision had never been particularly clear when it came to viewing things that were near. He made
            a reach for his spectacles housed in his jacket pocket before remembering the ruffians had taken it. So he concentrated on
            what he could determine about the individual who’d come to his aid.
         

         
         Short hair, cropped just below the ears. A dark shade. He couldn’t discern specifics in the dim lighting. Blouse . . . not
            a blouse. Shirt. Similar to his. A kilt? No, no tartan. It was plain. A skirt? It made no sense. Why would the ruffians run
            from a woman?
         

         
         “I own the tavern downstairs.”

         
         A man obviously, a man with the voice of an angel. He didn’t care. Bloke was keeping him from leaving this realm behind. That
            was all that mattered.
         

         
         Then the angel began reciting the process for brewing beer. Definitely a man. A woman would have described the various stitches
            in a sampler. His mind was a muddled mess. Of course it was a man. A woman’s presence wouldn’t have chased off four ruffians,
            hauled him upstairs, entertained him with an accounting of the differences between various liquors.
         

         
         He didn’t know why he was disappointed with the truth. He knew only that the fingers combing softly through his hair were
            the gentlest he’d ever known.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         She lost him. Somewhere during her explanation regarding the difference between brandy and cognac, he’d drifted away. Realizing
            it had been a punch to her gut. She didn’t want to lose him, had wrapped a strip of cloth tightly around his thigh, stuffed
            linen into the other wounds—in spite of his crying out—and pressed her hand against the worst, the one at his shoulder, which
            seemed to be the deepest gash. Beneath her fingers, the stream of blood had slowed to a trickle, seemed to have stopped in
            other spots if the lack of liquid creeping up to turn white linen crimson was any indication, but he was so deuced pale as
            though very little life-affirming fluid remained to give him color.
         

         
         The pounding of rushing footsteps hitting wooden planks echoed up the stairs, vibrating off her door. Thank God! The resounding
            knock was brisk.
         

         
         “Hurry,” she yelled, hating the few seconds of delay, wishing she hadn’t closed the door but she’d wanted to trap as much
            warmth as she could inside in hopes of keeping the stranger from shivering to death.
         

         
         William Graves was through the portal and kneeling beside her before she could take much notice of his disheveled appearance.
            She supposed Robin had woken him, and he’d been quick to dress, probably using only his fingers to tame his riot of pale curls.
            Stubble marked his jaw.
         

         
         “Caw! Blimey! ’E’s a bloody mess!” Robin declared as he followed the physician in and, with big round eyes, stared at the
            man lying prone on the floor. “I ain’t swearin’, Gillie. I promise. I’m talkin’ about all the blood.”
         

         
         “I know, Robin. You did a good job. Off to bed with you now. You don’t need to be seeing this.”

         
         “But—”

         
         She gave him a glare that had him backing up two steps. “To bed. And don’t tell anyone else about him.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because I said.”

         
         He treated her to a disgruntled look, obviously not satisfied with her reasoning, before turning on his heel and shuffling
            his feet as he went out the door. Honestly, the male of the species sulked more than any female she’d ever met. Life was full
            of disappointments. Best to learn from them before tossing them aside like so much rubbish and moving on.
         

         
         “What happened?” Graves asked, bringing her attention back to him. He’d moved aside the blood-tinged blanket.

         
         She wondered how his voice could sound so calm. “He was set upon by thieves in the alleyway. He goes by Thorne. First or last,
            I don’t know.”
         

         
         “Could be his title.”

         
         “What would a lord be doing in this decrepit part of Whitechapel?”

         
         “What is a woman of means doing here?” he asked distractedly, as his hands moved swiftly over the man, locating each wound,
            giving it a quick peek before moving on to the next.
         

         
         She hadn’t had the means when she’d begun. Her oldest brother had set her up, and she was still working hard to make something
            of herself. “Providing drink to those who want it, employment to those who need it.”
         

         
         He slid his pale blue gaze over to her. “I was making a point, Gillie. Don’t assume you know what you don’t.” He jerked his
            head toward the small kitchen area. “Now, can you take his feet, while I lift him by the shoulders, and help me haul him onto
            the table?”
         

         
         It was a struggle, but she had height on her side to give them the leverage needed to get the man off the floor and stretched
            out onto her wooden table. He was a tall tankard of ale, his legs below the knees dangling off the oak. He had some heft to
            him. She could see that, splayed out as he was. Broad shoulders, a working man’s shoulders. The lean torso of a chap who didn’t
            spend the better part of his days or nights engaged in gluttony. Activity ruled him. She very much doubted he was a toff.
            But based on the fine threads of the clothes that remained to him and how perfectly they were cut to fit him, he, too, had
            means.
         

         
         “Warm water,” Graves said absently, snapping her attention away from a perusal she had no business making. Time was of the
            essence if this man was to be saved, and the physician, rightfully so, expected her to see to his bidding, to assist with
            his endeavors.
         

         
         She shoved some wood into the stove, got a fire going, filled a pot with water, put it on to warm, then stared at it, suddenly
            uncomfortable that she had not one but two men in her flat. She didn’t bring men here, didn’t entertain visitors, not even
            her brothers. These rooms served as her sanctuary, the place where she could escape from the harsh realities of life and find
            a measure of peace that made it easier to go out in the world. Her tendency had always been to withdraw because the hustle
            and bustle of a great number of people tended to sap her of energy. In order to survive, she’d taught herself not to retreat,
            but she still required a haven where she could restore her calm in order to better face the world.
         

         
         Testing the water, she decided it was warm enough, poured it into a large bowl used for mixing pastry, turned around, and
            very nearly dropped the porcelain dish. Graves had removed the man’s clothing, every stitch, and was examining the wound in
            his thigh—the one near his cock, flaccid but still impressively thick and long.
         

         
         As a child, she’d seen her brothers’ personal areas when they got their weekly baths, but they’d been boys, and this gent
            was certainly no boy. From head to toe, he was quite the imposing specimen, with well-defined muscles. The hair on his chest
            was dark and curly, arrowed down to his pelvis, down to that part of his person that should not have made it difficult to
            breathe. She set the bowl on the table near his head, scampered over to the linen cupboard, and yanked out a sheet.
         

         
         “Good,” Graves said. “We’ll need some strips.”

         
         She swung around. “I was thinking of covering him, for his modesty’s sake.”

         
         Understanding crossed over the physician’s face as he held out his hand. “Sorry, Gillie. I wasn’t thinking.” She realized
            he was very much aware that it was her modesty at stake.
         

         
         Taking the sheet from her, he spread it over his patient, leaving the wounded thigh bared along with most of his torso. The
            draped sheet molded itself to the man’s contours, did very little to stop her from envisioning what was beneath the white
            linen. She feared she was blushing like a modest chit, not an experienced tavern owner. “Is he going to live?”
         

         
         “Hope so. Shoulder and thigh are the worst, but nothing major hit. He has a deep gash in his backside. Got lucky with the
            stab to his side and the one on his arm as it appears both were just glancing slashes, not deep enough to have nicked anything
            important. But he’s still lost a lot of blood.” Looking up, he held her gaze. “He’s fortunate you found him when you did.”
         

         
         “Tell me what I can do to help.”

         
         “I need to thoroughly clean out these wounds, which will be an incredibly unpleasant process for him, and then close them
            up. I don’t want him waking and fighting me, so I’m going to use chloroform. Once I have him in a good sleep, I’ll need you
            to keep him that way until I’m finished with my work. I think you’re sharp enough to follow my instructions, if willing.”
         

         
         She nodded jerkily. “Whatever you need.”

         
         “You won’t swoon on me?”

         
         “Don’t be daft.”

         
         Although her stomach did get a bit queasy if she watched him work, so she concentrated on studying the patient, searching
            for any signs he might be stirring from his slumber. His face was marred with bruises, one on his jaw, one on his cheek. His
            eyelid was swelling. Three punches then. Not to mention the dark discolorations on various areas of his arms and torso. He’d
            fought. Hard.
         

         
         She didn’t understand people not just handing over their valuables. Objects weren’t as dear as life. But then, going by looks
            alone, this man seemed the uncompromising sort.
         

         
         He had a strong jaw, shadowed by dark stubble. He’d not taken a razor to his face recently, so she didn’t think he’d been
            wandering the area in search of a woman. Most fellows tidied themselves up a bit, even if they were paying for the loving
            they were going to receive.
         

         
         Before Graves had begun his work, she’d poured warm water into another bowl. Now she dipped a cloth into it and gently began
            wiping away the dried blood on the stranger’s face, not much liking what she was revealing. Even with the cuts and bruises,
            he was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen. He did funny things to her insides, made them feel all tingly and fluttery,
            a new sensation for her. Men didn’t usually cause any reaction in her at all, except for a watchfulness. She’d learned early
            on that when it came to her person, she couldn’t trust men to behave, so she was always ready to put them in their place and
            ensure they knew they’d get nothing from her that she wasn’t willing to give. Until that moment, she hadn’t even gifted any
            bloke with the press of her lips to his.
         

         
         Her mum had worried about her safety in the rookeries, and as a result of her apprehensions had dressed her in her brothers’
            discarded clothing, cropped her hair, and bound her breasts when they’d begun to appear. She was nearly grown before she’d
            donned a skirt. She was comfortable not garnering attention, preferred it. Even at the tavern, she favored staying behind
            the bar, seldom going out among the customers, unless trouble was brewing.
         

         
         Her presence intimidated. Her height made her impossible to overlook, her glare promised retribution. Not from her fists,
            necessarily, although she did have a rather decent punch. But she had four brothers with mightier fists who were always at
            the ready to defend her, and everyone knew it.
         

         
         No doubt that was the reason the ruffians had run off when she’d called out to them, which meant they were from the area.
            That sickened her, the thought someone she might have served would do this to a man, a man as gorgeous as this one, a man
            it was a pleasure to touch, even if linen separated her skin from his. When all the dirt was removed from his face, she wanted
            to lean in and kiss away the scrapes and bruises, wanted to heal what she had no power to mend.
         

         
         She’d never been very motherly, the reality of her youth shoving aside those instincts. Whenever her brothers had been roughed
            up, she’d seen to their injuries with a dispassionate air, always mindful of protecting her heart. It hurt too much to care.
            She knew her limits, knew her path. It didn’t involve marriage, children, or love.
         

         
         The injured man made her wish she was softer than she was, that she could wrap herself around him and give him all the comfort
            she’d hoarded for years.
         

         
         “There,” Graves said, breaking the ridiculous spell under which she’d fallen, staring at a man as though he would awaken and
            be pleased to find himself within her arms. “That should do him for now.”
         

         
         She rather regretted she wouldn’t get to clean the rest of him, was almost envious of the lucky person who would. Setting
            the cloth into the bowl, she carried both to the sink, knowing they needed to be out of the way for what was to come next.
         

         
         “If you’ll give me a hand, we’ll move him to the bed,” Graves said.

         
         Her heart hammering, she swung around. The bed? It wasn’t supposed to come next. The physician’s carriage was. “You’re not
            leaving him here.”
         

         
         Graves closed up his medical satchel, straightened. “I don’t see that we have a choice.”

         
         “We put his clothes back on—”

         
         “Afraid I cut and tore them to get them off.”

         
         “Well, that was a silly thing to do.”

         
         “However, it was the most expeditious. Besides, they were ruined.”

         
         But that left the man with nothing to wear, she wanted to shout in frustration as an odd emotion that resembled fear—when
            she’d never been afraid of anything in her life, except once—welled up inside her. He couldn’t stay here. What in God’s name
            would she do with a man in her bed?
         

         
         “Then we wrap him in clean linen, a blanket, and cart him down to your carriage.” She was pleased her no-nonsense tone revealed
            none of her misgivings, her trepidation, her teetering toward terror.
         

         
         “Bumping along in a conveyance is likely to reopen the wounds. He’s lost a lot of blood. I don’t think he’ll survive losing
            much more. It’s better if he remains here for the time being.”
         

         
         “It won’t be a jarring ride if you travel slowly.”

         
         “Gillie.” He gave her a pointed look that made her feel like an unreasonable child asked to sit still in a pew. “If you are
            willing to risk his dying after I’ve gone to the bother of stitching him up, why send for me at all?”
         

         
         “I didn’t think he’d have to stay with me.”

         
         “He’s going to be too weak to take advantage of you or the situation.”

         
         She scoffed loudly and in a most unladylike manner. “As though that’s my worry. I have cast-iron skillets about that I can
            wield with determination, and I have a decent aim. One good whack and he’d be done for.”
         

         
         “Then what’s your objection?”

         
         A man in her bedchamber, in her bed. Nearly thirty years old, she’d never had a male in either. No good ever came from having a bloke in a woman’s bed. Her mum
            hadn’t found herself saddled with six by-blows because men were such saints.
         

         
         “I have a business to run,” she stated succinctly, defensively.

         
         “You have several hours before you open. Perhaps he’ll be recovered enough to move later in the day.”

         
         Meanwhile, she’d have to keep watch over him, finish cleaning him. Although earlier she’d been regretting relegating that
            task to someone else, when faced with the reality of having a man between her sheets for hours, she was embarrassingly unsettled,
            which only served to irritate her more. She took a deep breath to calm herself, to set her trepidations aside, determined
            to overcome this concern. “Can you send a nurse over?”
         

         
         “You want me to wake someone this time of night?”

         
         Yes, absolutely. What a daft question. “No. But perhaps first thing in the morning.”
         

         
         He gave a brisk nod. “I’ll see what I can do. Meanwhile . . .” He moved to the man’s shoulders and arched a blond brow. If
            he hadn’t once saved one of her brothers, she’d yank that brow right off his face.
         

         
         She charged into her bedchamber and tossed aside the covers before joining the physician at the table. With care, she moved
            the sheet past the man’s knees, determined to keep the most male part of him covered, although every part of him was distinctly
            masculine. He had long legs, strong legs, muscular hairy calves, large feet. What she’d heard about men’s feet in relation
            to their endowments was apparently true.
         

         
         The chaps who frequented her establishment often became ribald after too much drink and would say things a lady’s ears shouldn’t
            hear, but then she was no lady.
         

         
         She slid her arms beneath his knees, lifted and, like a crab she’d once seen in a fishmonger’s stall, scuttled back. He was
            a sturdy load, and it occurred to her that if the odds had been slightly more even, he’d have triumphed. Thankfully the sheet
            stayed in place as they lowered their burden to the bed. Sprawled over it as he was, he dwarfed it, made it look like something
            in which a child would sleep.
         

         
         “In some cultures,” Graves said quietly, “you’re responsible for someone after you’ve rescued them.”

         
         “He’s not my responsibility.” She wasn’t very pleased that her words lacked conviction. Gently, she pulled the covers over
            him.
         

         
         “I’ll leave laudanum for his discomfort and some salve to help with the healing, prevent infection. Bandages should be changed
            a couple of times a day. Send word if he becomes fevered and delirious. Try to get water and broth into him if you can.”
         

         
         Her long drawn-out sigh echoed her displeasure. “He’s going to be a lot of bother.”

         
         Chuckling low, he said, “The women I know would tell you most men are. But maybe he’ll be worth it.”

         
         She very much doubted that. “How much do I owe you?”

         
         “I’ll settle up with him once he’s recovered.” He grabbed his things, stared at her. “Don’t forget to send word if I’m needed.”

         
         Giving a brisk nod, she saw him to the door, closed it, and leaned against the oak, more exhausted than she’d ever been in
            her life. She glanced around, the usual peacefulness of her place missing. It was almost as though it had been violated. Brutality
            and violence—or at least the results of it—had been allowed in. She had a strong urge to scrub it all down with boiling water.
         

         
         Instead, she settled for scrubbing down the table, as well as the pots and bowls that had been used. She gathered up the stranger’s
            tattered clothes. They could be mended. For all she knew, they were the only possessions left to him. He might have fancy
            garments, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t fallen on hard times. Otherwise, why was he here? She’d wash them later.
         

         
         Only then did she notice her own clothes were stained with blood, his blood. She had to get out of them as quickly as she
            could, before he awoke, before she needed to tend to him again.
         

         
          

         He became aware of the intense agony first, throbbing through various parts of his body. He tried to recall what had happened.
            The footpads, the struggle, the theft of his belongings, the man with the angelic voice who had saved him.
         

         
         With a Herculean effort, he opened his eyes. The room was dark save for a single lamp on the table near the bed and the low
            fire burning in the hearth, the glow of which outlined someone standing near the fireplace, dragging a shirt over his head,
            the short strands of his hair falling quickly back into place as the shirt was tossed aside. He watched in rapt fascination
            as the person began to unravel linen from about his chest until firelight danced over a magnificent pair of breasts. “You
            are a woman.”
         

         
         A shriek rent the air. Her movements were so quick he couldn’t decipher them with his addled brain, but when the excruciatingly
            sharp pain tore through his left shoulder, he realized she’d hurled something at him. His anguished groan filled in the space
            left by her screech coming to an end. Instinctually, he grabbed his shoulder, rolled over, and made matters ten times worse
            as pain ripped through other parts of his body, mercilessly reminding him that the villains had used knives on him earlier—blast
            their deranged hearts. He was bloody well going to die because of an innocent comment. How many times could a man face death
            in a single night and come out the winner?
         

         
         He issued another low groan as the bed shifted. Suddenly cool hands were guiding him onto his back. As much as he wanted to
            fight them off, they felt so marvelous, soft, and tender that he surrendered to their urgings.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said, “but you startled me.”

         
         He no longer cared about the agony. Suddenly the prospect of dying didn’t seem so dire, not when a man was leaving this world
            with a lovely bosom swaying in his face, near enough to kiss. He might have made the effort to do just that if he didn’t fear
            she’d smack him hard enough to send him flying off the bed.
         

         
         “Damnation, you’re bleeding again.”

         
         She pressed the heel of her hand in to the curve of his shoulder. He very nearly howled at the jolt of pain, except his pride
            kept him silent, gnashing his back teeth together, tightening his jaw, determined not to embarrass himself any further than
            he already had. Stars clouded his vision, darkness began to creep in at the edges, but he fought to stay focused on her because
            he didn’t want to slip back into oblivion, didn’t want to again become lost. He didn’t want to leave this woman who had saved
            him, who was his tether to life, who even now shoved her own modesty aside to stanch the flow of his blood.
         

         
         Sometime later she stated matter-of-factly, “Bleeding’s appeared to have stopped.” Most women he knew swooned at the mere
            mention of blood, much less the sight of it.
         

         
         Straightening, she eased off the bed. He caught sight of something cradled in her hand, couldn’t determine what it was. Turning
            her back on him, she said, “I’ll get some linens, change that bandage.”
         

         
         She set the object on the mantel from where she’d originally swiped it, marched over to the wardrobe, grabbed some clothes,
            and headed for the door. Stopping just shy of it, she held the bundle to her chest, leaving her throat and upper shoulders
            bared, and he imagined the pleasure a man could take from trailing his mouth slowly over them. He had to be fevered to be
            in such discomfort and have his mind drifting to places it shouldn’t.
         

         
         “Don’t leave the bed,” she ordered like a general addressing an army, as though she was accustomed to giving commands and
            having them obeyed without question. Then she was gone, the door closing in her wake, leaving him alone to count the minutes
            until her return.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         She was trembling with such force that it was a challenge to dress herself. Her nipples were hard little pebbles, aching and
            painful. Never before had a man’s fevered breath wafted over her skin. The sensation created had been at once alarming and
            welcome, welcome in ways she’d never anticipated or considered. And certainly never desired.
         

         
         Using one arm, she’d braced herself above him when she’d dearly wanted to sink down until her lower ribs met his, to feel
            the pleasure of warm smooth skin against heated flesh.
         

         
         With her bloodied clothes in a heap on the floor and a clean shirt and skirt finally properly secured on her person, she trudged
            over to the kitchen, poured cold water into a bowl, and repeatedly splashed it on her face in an attempt to cool her cheeks.
            She didn’t have to look in a mirror to know they were burning bright red, were fairly scalding. She was surprised they didn’t
            steam.
         

         
         Shaking off the lingering water droplets from her hands, she grabbed a towel and patted her face dry, feeling more in control,
            ready to see to the stranger, although he hardly seemed one any longer, not after the unintended intimate position she’d found
            herself in with him.
         

         
         She needed to get some broth into him. Then finish cleaning him, in spite of the intimacy of the act. Never in her life had
            she blushed in front of a man. She certainly wasn’t going to start now.
         

         
         But when she returned to the room, his eyes were closed, his breathing shallow and even. She wasn’t particularly happy with
            the relief or the disappointment that swept through her. Curiosity about him had her wanting to pepper him with questions.
            Embarrassment that she had marveled at his breath blowing over her flesh had her wanting to avoid him.
         

         
         He could eat later. For now, she needed to remove the last of the dirt and blood from him. Scrubbing her home or tavern had
            always been her least favorite chore. Odd then that now she was quite looking forward to the task awaiting her.
         

         
          

         Consciousness slowly came to him. He hurt. He hurt all over, but the pain came in varying degrees. His left shoulder, his
            right thigh, his right buttock provided the brunt of the agony. He wasn’t certain he’d ever move them again.
         

         
         Before he could groan, growl, or cry out in protest, he became aware of the nearby presence, the gentle touch of a warm, damp
            cloth, so he concentrated on that, shoving aside the aches, relegating them to the farthest corners of his mind, where he
            shoved all unpleasantness rather than dealing with it. The linen moved slowly over his chest, and he imagined the holder of
            said linen counting each rib as the cloth journeyed down, until there were no more, only the flat of his stomach, his hip.
         

         
         Struggling to open his eyes, he managed to create only very narrow slits through which to peer. His rescuer sat on the edge
            of the bed, a little farther away, still blurry, but not as much, and he wondered why he’d ever doubted her gender. Her hair
            and clothing were confusing, but her face, limned by lamplight, was a delicate, refined silhouette. A small button of a nose,
            a rounded chin, a long slender neck. However, it was her eyes that drew him. He couldn’t determine the color, the lighting
            was too poor for that, but her compassion, her concern, was evident in the way she studied what the cloth had brushed over.
            She was gentle with the bruises, not so much with the dirt.
         

         
         It was a bit of a shock to realize he wore no clothing; only a mere sheet draped loosely over his hips provided a modicum
            of privacy. When he’d awakened before, he’d noticed very little beyond her. She’d captured all his attention, keeping him
            spellbound. He’d wanted to stay awake until her return, but obviously he’d not managed that feat, which might have left him
            disappointed if he weren’t certain she’d have not taken such liberties with him had he been awake.
         

         
         Now she seemed to take great care in working around the flimsy covering, moving it aside as needed to reach his thigh, his
            calf, his foot, but ensuring his cock was always hidden away—as though it might take a chill if exposed to the air. But that
            seemed hardly likely considering the warmth in the room, no doubt a result of a fire dancing on the hearth if the undulating
            shadows were any indication of what was happening beyond his vision.
         

         
         Not that he cared about any of that. He cared only about her and the gentleness with which she touched him, as though he were
            something to be treasured, protected, appreciated. Not a man from whom women ran.
         

         
         Her ministrations with his lower body completed, she brought the sheet up over his waist, dropped her head back, rolled it
            from side to side and released a low groan that would have had him growing hard under different circumstances. He wanted to
            reach out, rub her back, ease her aches as she’d eased his. “Thank you,” he croaked.
         

         
         She came up off the mattress fast enough to jar the bed, and the pain that had taken up residence in his body protested by
            increasing, causing him to moan low.
         

         
         “I’m sorry.” She reached for him, then withdrew her hand, stepped farther back as though not quite certain what to do with
            him—or herself, for that matter. “You startled me yet again.”
         

         
         “It seems to be my way.”

         
         “I didn’t realize you were awake.”

         
         The dimness from the nearby lamp allowed him to see her more clearly, but the faint lighting prevented him from gaining a
            complete picture of her. She was tall, possibly the tallest woman he’d ever seen, a couple of inches shorter than he was.
            Slender, but not in a sickly way. There was meat on her, strength in her.
         

         
         “Are you thirsty?” she asked.

         
         It was an effort, but he nodded.

         
         “I’ll get you some water.” She wiped her hands on her skirt, before leaving the room, and he wished he’d kept his need to
            himself, but his throat was so dry he could barely swallow. The urge to drift back off to sleep was strong, but he fought
            it because he didn’t want her going to such trouble for nothing, so he focused on his surroundings. Or what he could see of
            them. A rocker by the fire and a thickly padded chair nearby. Mermaid and unicorn figurines on the mantel. He thought it was
            the mermaid she’d thrown earlier, when he’d first startled her. Was he doomed to always startle her? She didn’t strike him
            as a nervous sort; she’d braved the ruffians to save him. Yet he seemed to cause her to be wary. But then what did she really
            know of him or him of her?
         

         
         She was courageous, no doubt. She possessed inner and outer strength that had forced him to reach deep into his own well of
            determination in order to get himself up the stairs, which might have possibly saved his life. She was kind, gentle, not quite
            comfortable with his presence. Was she married? Were there children? How did she manage?
         

         
         Speculating about her sapped what little energy remained to him so he returned to his perusal. A dresser. A wardrobe. Not
            much else. Nothing particularly fancy or decorative. She had simple tastes, this woman who had been out and about when decent
            folk were abed. Was she a harlot? If so, she didn’t dress provocatively enough to sell her wares profitably. In addition,
            her enunciation was too refined for the streets, not quite cultured, but she’d definitely received some sort of education.
            She could have had a position in a noble house, or perhaps one of her parents had. In rebellion, she’d run off and now she
            was here. What did it matter? Yet, somehow it did. He didn’t like the notion of men pawing at her when she had risked herself
            to save him. What if the footpads hadn’t dashed off? What if they’d decided to take advantage of her? And yet they’d run off
            because she was the one calling out. Who the devil was she?
         

         
         Hearing footsteps, he turned his attention to the door. She moved too quickly to be seen as clearly as he’d have liked, but
            he did note her clothing gave the appearance she had no curves to speak of—although he knew that to be a falsehood—but her
            shirt, hugging her nowhere, billowed out when she walked, like a sail striving to catch the wind. She didn’t want her feminine
            attributes to be noticed. He wondered at the reason.
         

         
         She set a tray on the bedside table, grabbed the glass, sat on the edge of the mattress, slid a hand—cool and comforting—beneath
            his head, and lifted it gently. “Easy now.”
         

         
         He didn’t know if anything had ever tasted as good as the water trickling into his mouth, along his throat, quenching his
            thirst with a sweetness that was almost painful.
         

         
         “Just a bit,” she cautioned, taking the glass away and setting it back on the tray. “We don’t want you to make yourself ill.”

         
         As though he could feel any worse than he did at that moment. She began fiddling with something on the tray. A bowl, with
            steam rising from it. She dipped in a spoon, stirred, seemed to concentrate on her actions as though her very existence depended
            on doing it correctly.
         

         
         “You didn’t think I was a woman,” she said quietly.

         
         It took him a moment to realize she was referring to the statement he’d uttered upon his first awakening, when she’d thrown
            the figurine at him. The blow to his head must have rattled his senses. He did hope it wasn’t permanent, because he suspected
            carrying on a lucid conversation with this woman would be an unforgettable pleasure. “I couldn’t see you clearly. The bastards
            took my spectacles.”
         

         
         “Bastards,” she repeated softly, giving her attention back to stirring the bowl. “That word is tossed about so carelessly.”

         
         “Apologies. I meant no offense. I’m not quite myself.”

         
         He could see the corners of her mouth curling up slightly, and suddenly the loss of his watch paled in comparison with the
            theft of his spectacles. He’d have liked to bring her into sharper focus, to make out the concise edges of her nose, her chin,
            her jaw. He wanted to make note of any freckles or blemishes, flaws and perfections.
         

         
         “You have had a bit of a rough night.”

         
         “I owe you my thanks.”

         
         “You’re not out of the woods yet. Dr. Graves says you can’t travel for a while, because of all your wounds. They’d reopen
            and you’d die.” She didn’t sound at all happy with him. “I’ve kept some broth simmering in case you should awaken again.”
            He wasn’t heartened by her tone, which implied she’d had doubts regarding the likelihood of his avoiding an eternal sleep.
            “Shall we see if we can get a spoonful or two into you? You’ve got to keep up your strength.”
         

         
         Whatever strength he might have had seemed to have abandoned him completely. Still, she was correct. He needed to recover
            quickly, and nutrition was the path to rapid healing. But when he tried to lever himself, his body didn’t want to cooperate.
         

         
         “Don’t move,” she commanded, once again giving the impression she was accustomed to being obeyed. Most of the younger women
            with whom he associated wouldn’t dream of telling a man what to do, ordering him about, expecting him to fall into line with
            her wishes. Yet, considering how rotten he felt, it was nice to have someone else in charge.
         

         
         Standing, she came nearer, sliding an arm beneath his shoulders, lifting him slightly, adjusting the pillows behind him so
            he was partially sitting. She was a strong one, but then he’d known that, recalling how she’d borne his weight when he’d been
            so weak, sapped of strength, encircled in a vortex of agony. He was rather embarrassed that even now he still required her
            assistance, that she should see him in such an enfeebled state. But with her nearness, she brought a conglomeration of smells:
            oak and yeast, dark and rich, yet underneath it all was a fainter, more feminine fragrance, the scent of a woman. He would
            blame his injuries for his earlier idiocy in ever doubting her gender.
         

         
         With him sinking back into the pillows, she settled on the edge of the bed and raised the bowl, again stirred the contents,
            then lifted out the spoon and carried it to her mouth, her upper lip touching the edge of the liquid, then her tongue darting
            out to touch her lip as well. In spite of the pain radiating throughout his body and extremities, the lethargy that wanted
            to drag him back into oblivion, he was mesmerized by her actions, felt his mannerless cock twitch in response to her sensual—but
            he was rather certain innocent—gesture. She wasn’t trying to lure him into her arms; she was striving to get him out of her
            bed.
         

         
         He nearly laughed aloud. That was a first. Women were never in a rush for him to leave their beds. Lady Lavinia would have
            discovered that fact tonight had she not left him standing at the altar that morning.
         

         
          

         She watched as emotions rolled over his face like storm clouds chasing the sun, so quickly she might have missed them if she
            hadn’t been scrutinizing him so closely. Initially, he’d appeared to have a spark of yearning, which was ridiculous because
            there was nothing about her for which a man as magnificent as he would yearn—well, maybe her ability to grant him a speedy
            recovery. Then there had been a flash of anger, followed rapidly by what seemed to be mortification. He’d averted his gaze
            as though embarrassed. On the other hand, he was lying in a stranger’s bed without a stitch of clothing. He had to be feeling
            rather helpless and vulnerable.
         

         
         “Here we go,” she said as flatly as she could, having no desire to bruise his pride any further. There were far more men than
            women in her world, and she’d replaced enough glassware to know what idiots those of the male gender could be when their vanity
            was at stake—as though throwing a glass or a punch at an offender would suddenly proclaim the tosser as courageous and strong.
            Carrying the spoon to his mouth, she wondered why he had to possess such gorgeous lips that made her imagine the wicked things
            he might do with them. Her stomach tightened as he sipped the broth, then licked his lips and closed his eyes as though he’d
            never tasted anything so sublime.
         

         
         “How long?” he rasped.

         
         “Pardon?”

         
         “How long have I been here?”

         
         “A few hours. Sun’ll be rising soon.” She’d indulged herself and taken a good deal of time and great care while removing the
            blood and dirt from his person. She scooped up more broth, tested its temperature—
         

         
         “Stop doing that,” he commanded with a forcefulness she’d have not expected in his weakened state.

         
         Startled, and a bit angered by his tone, she said succinctly, “I don’t want you to burn your mouth.”

         
         “I’ll take the risk.”

         
         She fought not to be offended, lost the battle. “My mouth is clean.”

         
         “I need to get out of here,” he grumbled, made a move to get up, groaned, dropped back down.

         
         “Did I not remark on Dr. Graves saying you can’t leave for a spell? Not to mention he cut off your clothes. I’ll have to mend
            them before they’re serviceable. I’m not any happier about this than you are.”
         

         
         “Your husband will be even less so.”

         
         “I have no husband.”

         
         He narrowed his eyes. “With whom do you live?”

         
         “No one.”

         
         “You’re a woman living alone?”

         
         “Don’t get any naughty ideas. I could lay you flat if I had to.” She set the bowl back on the tray. “You should probably try
            to get more rest. The sooner you regain your strength, the sooner you’re out of here.”
         

         
         “Who knows I’m here?”

         
         What the devil difference did it make? “Me, Graves, Robin.”

         
         “Who’s Robin?”

         
         “The lad I sent to fetch Graves. I’m really not enjoying this inquisi—”

         
         “No one can know I’m here.”

         
         Again, another spark of anger. “Worried about your reputation?”

         
         “Worried about yours.”

         
         Taken aback by his words, she felt her anger dissipate. She owned a tavern. Her reputation had long ago gone to hell. “My
            reputation is hardly your concern, and it’s not likely to take a beating.”
         

         
         “You’re a spinster with a man in your bed. I won’t be able to marry you.”

         
         “I bloody well wouldn’t want you to, you arrogant arse.” Coming up off the bed, she picked up the tray. “Get some sleep before
            I decide to ignore Graves’s warnings that you could bleed to death and kick you out into the street.”
         

         
         Storming from the room, she couldn’t help but think that men were the most irritating creatures God had created.

         
          

         Good Lord! He’d never had a woman yell at him. He found it rather invigorating. If he weren’t in so much pain and so embarrassingly
            weak, he might have reached out, grabbed her, and brought her down to the bed so he could taste that tart mouth of hers. But
            he was weak and in pain and so bloody tired.
         

         
         Her reputation wasn’t the only reason he didn’t want to have to explain his presence here—not so much in her bed, but in this
            part of London. What did it say about him that his bride would choose to run off to Whitechapel rather than exchange vows
            with him?
         

         
         When the time for the bride’s appearance had passed, Thorne had begun to have a bad feeling about things. Then her brother,
            the Earl of Collinsworth, had walked down the aisle to the front of the church without the bride on his arm and whispered
            to him that Lavinia had asked the coachman to deliver her to Whitechapel. The man, loyal to the earl, had refused, and so
            she’d gone off in search of a hansom. Thorne had announced to those in attendance, “It appears Lady Lavinia has taken ill.
            As I wish our wedding day to be one of fond memories for her, the nuptials will be postponed until she is feeling more herself.”
            Then with humiliation mingled with fury coursing through him, he’d stormed out to go in search of his bride, determined to
            locate her at all costs and discover why she had decided to make a fool of him in such an incredibly public manner.
         

         
         In hindsight, he’d been an idiot to strive to find her on his own, under the misperception that if he just wandered the streets,
            eventually their paths would cross. As he’d gone deeper into the night, his stubbornness had asserted itself and he’d continued
            with his quest, even knowing it wouldn’t bear fruit. He’d had his carriage bring him to this area of London, and then sent
            his driver on his way, fully intending to hire a hack when he was ready to return to his residence. Obviously he’d not been
            ready soon enough. And it had cost him.
         

         
         As oblivion beckoned, he answered the call and began sinking down into the welcoming fog, distantly wondering how what should
            have been the most important day in his life could have gone so horribly wrong.
         

         
          

         She didn’t dare return to the room, not until she heard the snore. It was a soft hum, more the purring of a cat than the snorting
            she’d heard from drunkards who fell asleep in the corner of her establishment. Rousing them so they could stagger home was
            never any great enjoyment. If the chap was a regular customer, someone she liked well enough, she’d give him leave to sleep
            it off where he’d landed. Besides, it made Robin feel important when tasked with the chore of keeping an eye on the inebriated
            blokes for her, as though he were guarding her place from miscreants.
         

         
         She’d considered rousing Robin, having him keep watch over the man known as Thorne, but doing that would force her to admit
            to her own cowardice. He troubled her in ways she’d never been bothered before, which was the reason that once she heard the
            snore, she quietly slipped into the room, stood beside the bed, crossed her arms over her chest, and studied him.
         

         
         He was so incredibly lovely to look upon, every aspect of him—except for the injuries and bruises—a pleasure to behold. Never
            before had she simply wanted to stare at a man, and she certainly couldn’t allow him to see her gawking when he was awake.
            She wouldn’t marry him—or anyone, for that matter—because upon marriage her tavern would become his, and she wasn’t going
            to hand it over to a man who wouldn’t appreciate it or care for it as she did. Nor did she have any desire to become chattel.
            She’d been independent as long as she could remember, running through the mews with her brothers—all merely a year older than
            she was—and getting into scrapes alongside them. They’d never treated her like a girl, not like the way they treated their
            sister Fancy.
         

         
         Gillie had been heading toward her thirteenth birthday when Fancy was born. At fourteen, her brothers were already strong,
            strapping lads. By the time Fancy was old enough to be playing outside without being under their mum’s watchful eye, no one
            wanted to run afoul of the Trewlove brothers. As a result, Ettie Trewlove had never felt a need to disguise the gender of
            the daughter to whom she’d given birth. With five of her children adding their earnings to the family coffers, she’d even
            been able to purchase proper frocks for her youngest. Everyone tried to protect her, perhaps because she was so much younger
            than they were. Or more delicate, more feminine. By the time Gillie had seen a dozen years, she was as tall as she was now,
            slender as a reed, but there was a firmness to her muscles that came from the hard work in which she’d engaged as a child,
            a firmness that had only intensified when she’d reached adulthood and begun hauling casks from the cellar and slovenly drunkards
            into the streets.
         

         
         But for the tiniest of moments, when the stranger had expressed concern about her reputation, she’d thought how welcoming
            it might be to be cherished and protected by a man. Not that her brothers wouldn’t protect her if needed, but that hardly
            counted, as they were family and that’s what family did. None of them were related by blood, but their mum had raised them
            to understand some bonds were stronger than blood.
         

         
         Like the bond that existed between a man and a woman, the connection that caused a woman to want to marry him, lie with him,
            and bear his children. Or lie with

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780062676047_tpimage.jpg
[ORRAINE Jfes
@LSVES A

(“Woman

A SINS FOR ALL SEASONS NovVEL

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





9780062676047_coverimage.jpg
T LLIN:]%L%\{I\)\E ” |

4 ,,;7 “Heath is known
ot
4% for her beautiful, deep]y
3 ) 4 emotional romances.”
— /‘{:‘%—Washmgton Post





