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      She’s content with her life…

      Miss Eugenia Chapelle was born on the wrong side of the blanket. After her mother was disowned and fled to London, she pretended to be the widow of a French aristocrat to draw customers as a modiste. After her mother’s death, Genie continues the lie, playing the half-French designer of Madame Chapelle’s and running the business with her aunt. She never expects an earl to search out his illegitimate daughter twenty-six years later.

      

      He will rip it apart…

      Mr. Clayton Pierce works for one of London’s most respected investigators. He has two cases on his docket—tracking a gang of counterfeiters passing banknotes and finding a long-lost child of an earl. When he meets the beautiful and talented Miss Chapelle, his attraction for her is as strong as his obsession with solving mysteries and catching criminals.

      After Genie witnesses a possible murder at Hyde Park, she becomes a key witness in his first case. Then, by a twist of fate, she also becomes linked to his second assignment. With danger lurking around every dark corner, and the past the murkiest shadow of all, Clayton learns that solving a case does not always guarantee satisfaction of a job well done. As passions flare and the stakes are raised, will his success as an investigator be his ruin in love?

      

      Set in the hectic district of Cheapside during the Regency, Paddy’s Peelers search the dregs of London with skill and cunning to bring criminals to justice and, perhaps, unexpectedly find love along the way. A sweet but action-packed romance.
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        The Story of Paddy’s Peelers

      

      

      

      peeler, n. 1816

      …Originally: a member of the Irish constabulary. Later: (more gen.) a police officer; spec. a member of the original London Metropolitan force…

      

      Patrick O’Brien, previously of the Dublin Police Force, left Ireland with his wife Margaret and arrived in London in 1798. Paddy was frustrated with both the lack of government involvement in fighting crime and the unreliable pay received by officers. He wanted to belong to an organized body of policing.

      Margaret’s stepbrother worked as a Bow Street Runner, and this new policing force greatly interested O’Brien. Housed at 4 Bow Street, it was directly attached to the magistrates and court and received some funds from the central government through grants. The Runners were to become the model of the future, proving to the government and the public that a professional police force could reduce crime.

      O’Brien soon gained a reputation at the Bow Street court for his clever and expedient investigations. While his professional life provided him great satisfaction, his personal life was lacking. Paddy and his wife lamented the absence of children in their household.

      When Paddy stumbled across a sick waif in a rookery alley, he brought the lad home. Over the next ten years, their “family” grew to a brood of seven. The couple developed the unique talents of their six boys and one girl. As the children grew into adulthood, O’Brien created an agency which utilized the skills of his brood. All the men spent an allotted time as a constable for Bow Street, learning the trade from seasoned Runners while working in the “family business.”

      Nicknamed Paddy’s Peelers (peeler being slang for an Irish policeman), O’Brien’s crew became an efficient team that included investigators, a physician who doubled as a coroner for autopsies, a solicitor who specialized in criminal law, a female master of disguise able to infiltrate any level of society, and a barrister who later joined their ranks to present certain cases pro bono in High Court.

      Set in the hectic district of Cheapside during the Regency, the O’Brien clan search the dregs of London with skill and cunning to bring criminals to justice and, perhaps, unexpectedly find love along the way.
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      Margaret O’Brien made her way down the dim hallway, avoiding the walls desperately in need of another coat of whitewash. She paused before a door cracked partway open.

      “NO!” cried a boy’s frantic voice.

      “She’s been gone awhile, Clayton. I’ll have to send word and hope someone comes by to pick her up today.”

      Maggie recognized the landlady’s voice, and a chill ran through her. Her friend had been ill, just a slight fever. They’d both assumed it was only a chill from the rainy spring weather. She had dropped off some food for Edith’s son a few days ago and had decided to stop by and check on the pair. She pushed open the door and drew in a breath.

      Edith’s son, Clayton, was on his knees beside his mother’s bed, arms spread across her still body. “She’s just sleepin’ I’m tellin’ ye. She’s so tired. It’ll be fine, Mrs. Ober. You’ll see. She’ll wake up and be fine.” He buried his face in the thin blanket covering his mother, his auburn curls shaking with his sobs. “She’ll wake up soon. I promise.”

      Mrs. Ober gave a loud sigh. “Clay,” she said in a softer tone. “Your mother’s dead. She can’t stay here anymore. And neither can you.” She laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder, and he shrugged her hand off with ferocity.

      Maggie blinked back tears and rushed forward. “Hello, Mrs. Ober. Would ye mind if I tried?”

      The landlady’s tired eyes shone with sorrow and gratitude. “Ah, Mrs. O’Brien. He’s a good boy on most days. This took us all by surprise,” she said in a hushed voice. “He couldn’t wake her last night. Hasn’t left her side since. Been wiping her with a wet cloth most of the night I imagine.”

      Bending down near the boy, Maggie picked up the bowl and rag and handed it to Mrs. Ober. “Could ye get rid of dis for us?”

      The woman nodded. “I’ve been trying to get him out of here. It ain’t natural⁠—”

      “To lose yer mother when ye’re nine years old,” finished Maggie. She fished in her reticule and pulled out a few coins. “Send for da undertaker. I’ll pay for a coffin to be rented so she gets a burial. And I’ll see to da boyo.”

      Mrs. Ober nodded, her mobcap sliding back on her gray curls. “Thank ye, ma’am. You’re right kind, ye are.”

      When the door closed with a quiet click, Maggie looked around the room. A rocker by the small coal stove. One wobbly table and two wooden chairs. With a deep breath and an even deeper determination, she pulled one of the chairs over to the bed and sat next to the boy.

      “Clayton,” she said quietly, stroking the boy’s riotous curls. “Yer ma is no longer hurtin’. She’s gone to a better place now. We have to take comfort in dat.”

      He sniffed and nodded his head but didn’t lift his face from the blanket. “If I leave, then she’s truly gone. I’ll be alone. All al—” His voice cracked, and the thin shoulders shook again.

      Maggie leaned down and wrapped her arms around him. “Nay, boyo. I’m here. I won’t leave ye alone. Now, let’s say a prayer and give yer ma a proper goodbye. I t’ink it’s what she’d want.”

      After what seemed an eternity, the boy sat up. His sea-green eyes were swollen, his cheeks tearstained, but he lifted his chin with courage. “How do we do that? Say goodbye?” he asked.

      “My da always said memories were like epitaphs. In Ireland, we talk of da best of someone’s life to remember them by. Tell me one of yer favorite t’ings about yer mother.” With gentle fingers, she pushed his damp curls away from his face. His skin was hot, and she worried he might be coming down with whatever fever his mother had caught.

      “She has the voice of an angel. She sings to me all the time.” He sniffed and swiped at his cheeks. “I’ll never hear her again.”

      “Aye, ye will, Clayton Pierce. Close yer eyes and hum a tune yer mother sang to ye. She’ll join her voice with yers, right here.” Maggie drew his hand onto his chest. “She’ll always be right here with ye.”

      He nodded, his shoulders slumping as he accepted the fact his mother was gone. When Maggie touched his shoulder, he laid his head in her lap and sobbed for his loss. She rocked him, made soothing sounds, and rubbed his back while he cried. As the afternoon grew late and the room darkened, he lifted his head.

      “I was s’posed to take care of her. I was the man of our family, and she counted on me.” His chin trembled again. “I failed, and now she’s gone. I should have… should have⁠—”

      “’Tis not your fault, Clayton. The Lord had another purpose for her.” Maggie smoothed back one of his wild curls from his forehead, then cupped his cheek. “It won’t help to question why.”

      “But what will I do now? It was just the two of us, me and her. What will happen to me?” he asked. His red cheeks glistened in the fading light, still wet from his tears.

      “That’s da easiest part, don’t ye know?” she answered, assuming he was imagining the workhouse. She couldn’t allow it. His mother had been a good, hardworking woman. Paddy would understand. “Ye’ll be comin’ home with me.”

      “What will Mr. O’Brien say?” the boy asked, looking doubtful.

      “What he always says. ‘Welcome, boyo.’ And then he’ll give ye a long lecture about loyalty and earning yer keep.” She stood and pulled the boy to his feet. “Now get yer clothes together. It’s time to meet yer new family.”
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        Late September 1820

        Gracechurch Street

        Cheapside, London

      

      

      
      Clayton Pierce drummed his fingers on the small walnut table next to the wingback chair, waiting for Paddy’s answer. The Earl of Winston cleared his throat and sent a pleading look to the Irishman, who sat scratching his jaw, the light red stubble making a scritch sound in the silence. At the same time, Paddy’s other hand stroked the wiry fur of Aonarach, his gray and white Irish wolfhound. A tea tray lay neglected on a side table of the parlor, the pot now cold.

      He’s thinking about it. Clayton shook his head. They had enough to contend with right now without adding a missing person, or missing persons, to the docket.

      Lady Winston, sitting next to her husband on the chaise longue, smoothed her silk skirts and gave the dog a wary look before her kind brown eyes searched the Irishman’s ruddy face. “Mr. O’Brien, we realize this is unconventional. Our… type usually try to make by-blows disappear, not search them out. I’ve only just learned of her existence, and as a mother, I implore you to help us.”

      “Why now?” Clayton narrowed his eyes as he watched the man’s expression.

      Winston ran a shaky hand through his black hair, the fine streaks of silver showing through his fingers. His dark eyes held Clayton’s steady gaze. “The children are married, so the news could no longer discourage a good match. I must know what the girl’s circumstances are. If they are in need of anything, I will provide it even if the gir—my daughter prefers no contact.”

      “Have ye tried to find Miss Horton before?” Paddy scratched his chin.

      “Once, just after I found out about the babe. But the solicitor couldn’t find a Marianne Horton in London, so we assumed she married and assumed a different name. Or that she’d died.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I had a wife and children to think about. Digging any deeper could have led to… I realize this sounds callous, but I couldn’t expose my heir and unmarried daughters to a scandal.”

      The countess fiddled with the satin ribbons of her bonnet, her light-brown hair neatly swept up beneath the straw rim. “My husband didn’t want to hurt me. Ours did not begin as a love match. Our early years were difficult⁠—”

      “By the time my father died, I trusted her enough to confide my secret. Yet so much time had passed, and she’d just given me Alexander. And as I said, the first attempt to find Miss Horton had been unsuccessful. I took the coward’s way out and kept silent.”

      “When he finally cleared his conscience,” added Lady Winston, “I insisted we find out for certain.”

      “And now?” asked Paddy, one red brow raised over his curious blue eyes.

      “I’d like to make amends, Mr. O’Brien.”

      Clayton gave an uncharitable snort. “Swoop in and rescue the poor illegitimate lass, play the hero for a day, and then desert her again. With a substantial purse to ease your guilt.”

      Paddy stayed Clayton’s next words with a quick side-eye. Blast! He’s seriously thinking about it.

      “I need details, my lord.” Paddy’s voice had turned business-like, signaling to Clayton they would more than likely be taking the case.

      Misinterpreting O’Brien’s tone, the earl rushed to explain. “It’s not what you might think. I was—” Winston gave his wife an apologetic look. “At eighteen, I thought I was in love with the steward’s daughter. We became… involved.”

      Lady Winston stared at her lap while her husband entwined his fingers with hers. Their eyes met, and Clayton realized the couple did love one another.

      “When my father found out, he was furious, of course.”

      “Of course,” echoed Clayton sardonically.

      The earl frowned. “He sent Miss Horton away while I was finishing university. I returned home to find her gone and myself betrothed.” He gave his wife a small smile that looked more like a grimace. “Needless to say, I resented my wife at first.”

      “Did ye know da lass was with child?” At Paddy’s question, Winston let out a long, ragged sigh.

      “No. After I inherited the title and assumed full control of the estate and holdings, I found a letter in my father’s desk from Miss Horton addressed to her father. She wrote to inform him that she’d had a healthy
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