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            Prologue

         
         
            Summer 1803

            Bristol, England

         

         “Promise, maggot!” his brother shouted into the wind.

         
         Eyes clamped shut, Charlie shook his head. Water lapped at his hair dangling into the sea. His bare ankles and arms where
            they’d trussed him were in agony. Salt stung the wounds and clogged his nose.
         

         
         He tightened his lips together.

         
         “Promise!” Jo insisted. “Promise you’ll tell Father it was your fault, or it’s back under you go.”

         
         “Never.”

         
         Charlie thrust the base of his tongue up against his throat just in time. A sudden plunge downward, his stomach rising as
            a wave slammed against him, shoving him sideways, and then there was nothing but horrible sound and panic.
         

         
         Their jeers echoed through the water.

         
         Dizziness swirled, black and heavy.

         
         His lips burst open.

         
         They pulled him up choking.

         
         Hurling him onto his face on the deck, they laughed more as he retched and heaved and then curled up like a pill bug, offering
            his back to kick instead of his aching gut.
         

         
         “Had enough, Charlie boy?” His ears were plugged with water; he didn’t know which boy asked. Not his brother, though. Josiah’s
            favorite name for him was maggot.
         

         
         “Answer him, wart.”

         
         Another kick to the spine.

         
         Charlie swallowed back his groan.

         
         A hand grabbed his jaw, fingertips digging into his cheeks and yanking his chin up. His eyes opened to his brother’s face
            an inch from his.
         

         
         “You’ll tell Father you broke the platen, little brother, or you’re shark meat,” he whispered.

         
         “In—” he rasped and coughs wracked his body. His throat was raw with seawater, his stomach churning. “Your dreams.”

         
         Jo snarled. Thrusting Charlie’s head away, he stood tall again. Four years older, he’d always been taller, bigger, stronger.
            Meaner. Jo set his fists on his hips and it made him look even bigger.
         

         
         “He’ll cave, boys,” he said with a hearty grin. “But he’s asked for one more swim. To help convince him.”

         
         A cheer went up from the idiot minions. Jo wasn’t stupid. But his friends were imbeciles, no matter that all their parents
            also owned prosperous shops in London.
         

         
         They grabbed his limbs and shoved him over the rail, headfirst as always. This time they didn’t bother unfurling the line
            gradually. He dropped fast into the water—too fast to prepare.
         

         
         No air.

         
         His eyes opened to swirling hell. He struggled against his bonds. He shouldn’t. He knew that he would use up his air faster.
            He’d read it somewhere. Somewhere . . .
         

         
         His throat was contracting, panic surging.

         
         A wave knocked him hard against the hull. He squeezed his lips together—tighter—tighter. He refused to drown. He’d never give
            Jo the satisfaction.
         

         
         Never.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            March 1823

            Edinburgh, Scotland

         

         Despite the rain and the infrequency of street lamps, as Esme Astell navigated puddles and shadows she was feeling remarkably
            well. Her first day at the meeting of the Society of Perfumers, for which she had spent half her life’s savings to travel
            to from London, had not gone catastrophically badly, after all. Only modestly so.
         

         
         Three shattered bottles of Eau d’Aurore was not such a high price to pay to become accidentally and abruptly introduced to
            her idol, Monsieur Pierre Poe, master perfumer and guest of honor at the meeting. Tomorrow morning after paying for the wasted
            bottles she would still have a full quarter of her life’s savings left over to travel with him to Paris.
         

         
         If he invited her.

         
         Please, dear Lord, let him invite her.

         
         Kindly Mr. George, her most avid customer at the shop in London, had brought her this far. “Your nose, Miss Astell, is the finest instrument I have encountered in years. You must not waste it in this wretched little shop on Gracechurch
               Street.” His letter to the president of the Society had insisted that, even though a woman—and a very young woman at that—she should
            be welcomed among the elite group of perfumers gathering in Edinburgh for this once-in-a-decade international event.
         

         
         She must now take herself the remainder of the way to Paris. And she would, even if she could not afford the mail coach and
            had to walk the entire way. Except across the channel, she supposed.
         

         
         If necessary, she would swim.
         

         
         Rain seeped into the cracks in the toes of her boots, saturating her only pair of unblemished stockings as she hurried along,
            not closing her fine instrument against the scents that rose from the wet cobblestones. The alleyway’s shadows were strewn
            with refuse that she did not wish to inhale, but unimportant streets in this part of town were bound to be dark and malodorous.
         

         
         Anyway, bad smells did not bother Esme. She already had plenty of experience with foul-smelling refuse.

         
         “Go have your little adventure in London, girl. Come harvest time, you’ll be crawling back here.”

         
         Her uncle’s prophecy had not come true, though. There had already been not one harvest, but five. Five years during which
            she had made sufficient income to share a tiny flat above a shop in Gracechurch Street and save a few pennies each month.
            Five years during which she had increased sales in the little perfume shop by four hundred percent. Yet her employer still
            would not increase her wages.
         

         
         Now at this meeting she must not fail. If she failed, her younger sisters would forever be trapped on their uncle’s farm.

         
         Failure here simply was not an option.

         
         And—Paris!

         
         Everybody said Paris in the springtime was beautiful. Esme had almost memorized all the French phrases in the little book
            her friends had given her as a thoughtful gift to pass the time on the journey from London.
         

         
         “Enchantée de faire votre connaissance,” she said now to the rain, testing out her favorite phrase.
         

         
         Enchanted. What a delightful way to express pleasure over making someone’s acquaintance, as though it were a magical event. Every friendship
            should begin with a little enchantment.
         

         
         She could practically smell Paris already.

         
         Footsteps echoed behind her, splashing fast and hard through puddles, obviously without regard for soaking stockings. The
            alley was empty, the rain falling heavier now between the buildings that seemed to lean in upon each other from above. Edinburgh
            might be booming, but this dilapidated part in which she had been able to afford lodging obviously was not.
         

         
         Deeper shadows loomed ahead. The footsteps were nearing.

         
         Nearer.

         
         Not slowing.

         
         Esme threw herself toward the wall just as a man hurtled by. He ran fast—despite his considerable size—faster even than the
            urchins that nabbed fruit from the grocer’s on Gracechurch Street. He wore no coat or hat, and his wet hair clung to his back
            below his shoulders that were broad and to which the wet shirt fabric also clung.
         

         
         Not only his shirt clung.

         
         With her back pressed to the stone, she watched the silvery darkness ahead swallow him.

         
         She blinked as she stepped away from the wall. Never before in her life had she looked at a man’s bum. She had not intended to. The tight, perfect ovals had flexed as he ran and her eyes had just gone there, like dogs to a bone.
         

         
         It must be the effect of her enchantment over dreaming about Paris. She should definitely not be dwelling on those perfect ovals now, or risking her safety another minute in this deserted alleyway. She started off
            again.
         

         
         More footsteps pounded behind her, this time many runners.

         
         Jumping back to the wall, she watched them come. One carried a torch that illumined all five. She recognized them at once
            as members of the city’s police force. In the finer neighborhood where the Society meeting was taking place, policemen could
            be seen everywhere. But these were the first she had seen here.
         

         
         “Pardon, lass!” one shouted as they ran by.

         
         “He’s gone this way, lads!” another cried, and they streamed around the corner of the building, taking the glow of torchlight
            with them.
         

         
         Esme moved into the center of the alley again, her step still light. Nothing could dim her giddiness tonight.

         
         Paris.

         
         Droplets of Eau d’Aurore had soaked into her when she had been trying to mop it off the floor and the Society president and
            Monsieur Poe. The scent arose from her damp skin now, curling musky rose and tangy citrus and a hint of cardamom into her
            nostrils. She felt like singing. And dancing. She would, just as soon as she removed her sodden shoes and stockings. A girl
            didn’t need music to dance in the privacy of her own bedchamber, after all.
         

         
         A man appeared in silhouette at the alley’s mouth. The criminal. The shoulders were unmistakable.
         

         
         Doubling back?

         
         He paused, looked both ways, and then bolted straight toward her.

         
         The policemen’s shouts echoed nearby. Esme’s sodden feet would not move.

         
         Ten feet away the criminal dodged toward the opposite wall and slipped into a dark crevice in the stone. Forcing his wide
            shoulders back into the crack, he looked straight at her, lifted a forefinger to his lips, and shook his head once.
         

         
         His long hair was tangled over his brow and thick whiskers. His chest heaved upon heavy breaths but otherwise he was entirely
            still. His glittering eyes were fixed on her face, warning.
         

         
         She opened her mouth to scream.

         
         The policemen crashed into the alleyway, only three this time and without the torchbearer, spraying rain every which way.

         
         “Lass, have you seen a scoundrel run past?” one demanded, smacking his club into his opposite palm.

         
         From the shadow, the scoundrel’s gaze no longer warned.

         
         It pleaded.
         

         
         Three against one. And the three were armed with clubs.

         
         “I haven’t,” she heard pop from her lips, then gasped.

         
         Nobody heard her gasp; the policemen were already past her and disappearing around the alley’s far end.

         
         She was trembling. She had never lied in her life.

         
         Poking his head out of the crevice, the man dragged his shoulders free of his concealment. In three strides he was across
            the street and upon her.
         

         
         He was much larger close up, all dramatic long hair and thick shoulders and clingy shirt and powerful arms that came forward
            faster than she could draw breath. His hands wrapped around her head, big and very strong. And shockingly gentle.
         

         
         “Thank you.” His voice was a criminal’s, rough and low and intense. And English.
         

         
         And familiar.

         
         No.

         
         It couldn’t be.

         
         Then, abruptly, his mouth was on hers.

         
         For three seconds she was kissed—warm lips, firm intention, soft whiskers, and, amidst all the transient scents of rain and
            sweat and wet linen . . . him.
         

         
         Esme’s windpipe knotted itself around her heart.

         
         Her ears occasionally lied to her. Even her eyes did. But her nose: never.
         

         
         He released her.

         
         Her damp lips fell open.

         
         “Ch-Ch-Charlie?” she whispered.

         
         Sparks flared in his eyes—beautiful, expressive eyes that she had thought she would never see again—eyes she had missed.
         

         
         But there was no recognition in them. None whatsoever.

         
         Frowning, he stepped back one pace. Then, without a word, he took off up the alley again at a sprint and was gone.

         
         Her hands were shaking. Her entire body was shaking.

         
         Charles Brittle.

         
         Charlie.

         
         He was alive.

         
         Alive!

         
         Since he had disappeared from London almost two years ago, no one on Gracechurch Street had seen him or heard from him. It
            had been entirely unlike him to simply go off without notice—or at all. Devoted to his family’s print shop, hardworking, sober,
            and in truth the backbone of the business, he would never leave Brittle and Sons so suddenly, for any reason. So everybody
            on Gracechurch Street had believed him dead—fallen afoul of footpads, perhaps, but certainly gone forever.
         

         
         Esme swallowed across her careening heartbeat.

         
         Alive.

         
         He had not recognized her. How could he have not recognized her?

         
         Amnesia! It was the only possible explanation that he had never written to his family, and never come home to the shop where
            he was desperately needed, the shop that was his life. He must have been in a horrible accident and bumped his head and now
            had no idea who he really was, and so he had turned to a wretched life of crime.
         

         
         But probably not.

         
         Of course not.

         
         Amnesia was a silly widgeon’s justification for the months of grief she had silently endured when he disappeared. And she
            was definitely not a widgeon. She was on her way to becoming a world-renowned perfumer. In Paris.
         

         
         Her friend Gabrielle had once told her that when multiple explanations for the same phenomenon existed, the simplest explanation
            was probably correct.
         

         
         The simplest explanation now was that Charlie Brittle had actually always been as inconsiderate as his elder brother, Josiah
            Junior. Probably he had gone off on an unannounced holiday, discovered he preferred that to working day and night so that
            his brother and father could dress in expensive coats with gold watch fobs, and had forgotten about all of them back on Gracechurch
            Street who were waiting for his return. And missing him.
         

         
         Now he was running around Edinburgh’s dark streets and being chased by the police.

         
         Now he was a criminal.
         

         
         “Charlie,” she whispered again, this time to the rain, and lifted her fingers to touch the lips he had kissed without knowing
            whose lips they were.
         

         
         How many times had she dreamed of him kissing her? How many times had she stood in the window of her flat that overlooked
            Gracechurch Street, watching the door of Brittle and Sons, Printers, for his departure at the end of each day, and whispered
            his name when finally he came through the door, locked it behind him, and walked down the street to his family’s house in
            a much finer neighborhood? How many times had she sighed his name, making fog against the windowpane and wishing that once
            he would look at her and see her, really see her, and realize that she adored him?
         

         
         Too many. Far, far too many.

         
         And when he had disappeared, her heart had broken—her foolish heart that had ached for a man who spoke to her every week for
            three years without ever really noticing her.
         

         
         Now he was alive. Not an amnesiac. Simply inconsiderate.
         

         
         And a criminal.

         
         Whatever his purpose in Scotland, and wherever he had been for two years, now meant nothing to Esme. Memories, regrets, and
            heartbreak were all entirely of her past.
         

         
         Squaring her shoulders she walked the remainder of the way to the boardinghouse. After a good night’s sleep she would stride
            into the meeting tomorrow and take all of those men by storm. She had her future to secure, and her sisters’ futures too.
         

         
         That future had one name: Paris.

         
          

         The second day of the perfumers’ meeting dawned sparklingly clear and blue. It passed much better than the first: she did
            not break any bottles of expensive fragrance, and Monsieur Poe actually peered at her for at least ten seconds before he rolled
            his eyes away.
         

         
         She did, however, make the acquaintance of several other perfumers she knew by reputation, and she soaked up lectures on saffron
            and sandalwood, on tropical blooms and wood resins, and on etched versus blown-glass bottles. She was so engrossed that throughout
            the day she almost did not think once of Charles Brittle’s expressive eyes. And her mind was so taken up with modifiers, blenders,
            and fixatives that it had no opportunity to dwell on the surprising softness of his lips or the wonderful strength of his
            hands. By the time she was again walking along the alleyway in which she had abetted him in escaping the law, she was so filled
            with excitement about all she had learned that she did not even glance at the shadowy crevice in which he had hidden.
         

         
         Gathering her bedchamber key and a smelly tallow candle from the boardinghouse proprietress, and promising she would wash
            up swiftly for dinner, she finally allowed herself to spare a thought for Charlie’s welfare. If the police had caught up with
            him, he could be in jail. It would be a kindness to bring him a basket of food.
         

         
         But she did not have time for that, or extra coins. All of her energies and thoughts now must go toward impressing the perfumers.
            And every coin possible must be saved for her journey to Paris. She had nothing to spare for a man who cared so little about
            his family and friends that he hadn’t even informed them he was alive.
         

         
         In her tiny bedchamber furnished with only a narrow cot and her own small traveling trunk, she hung her cloak and bonnet on
            pegs and sat to untie her boots. Her room lacked a fireplace, and, like the window in her flat in London, the latch was broken
            so cool air seeped in through a crack and her shoes had not dried properly the night before. She slipped her damp feet free
            and reached for her indoor slippers.
         

         
         With a creaking grind, the window sash rose and a man climbed through the opening.

         
         Esme yelped, leaped up, and bolted for the door.

         
         “Halt.”

         
         That voice: low and harsh yet familiar. His voice.
         

         
         Fingers clutching the door handle, she pivoted.

         
         She had never thought Charlie Brittle a particularly large man. He needn’t be: he was a gentleman. Five years ago, after arriving
            in London from the countryside—where every farmhand was ruddy and bulky—she had instantly admired Mr. Charles Brittle’s pale
            skin and lean frame: markers of his gentility.
         

         
         This man barely resembled that Charlie. He seemed to fill the room. In the golden glow of the candlelight, his skin was darkly
            tanned and his shoulders looked even wider than they had in the alley. Muscles strained his shirtsleeves, and his waistcoat
            barely contained a chest that was considerably broader than she recalled. He still wore no hat, but now his hair was bound
            in a queue, streaks of gold running through the sandy blond. His legs, encased in snug breeches, were set in a wide stance
            that revealed a wealth of taut muscle all the way down to his boots.
         

         
         All muscle—the same as his backside.

         
         Heartbeat punishing her ribs, she stared.

         
         “Good evening, Esme.” Lips framed in whiskers barely moved as the words came from them like a husky growl. His beautiful eyes
            were two hard, cool pieces of flint. “I need your nose.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         That a piece of the past could be before him now seemed unreal to Charlie.

         
         But there she stood, exactly the same; from her golden hair neatly plaited about her head, to her intelligent eyes and pretty
            lips, to the simple gown that hid her figure, she was the same Esme Astell he had seen every Wednesday when she came to the
            shop to collect her friend Gabrielle for lunch—the same Esme who had always greeted him with a glimmer in her eyes that suggested
            more beneath the blue-gray, and a “Good day, Mr. Brittle,” yet barely ever another word.
         

         
         Never before had he heard the hushed shock in her voice that had jolted him into looking clearly at her the night before.

         
         Hours later, the brilliant idea had occurred to him.

         
         Now she stared wide-eyed, candlelight making her eyes almost violet.

         
         “I need your nose,” he repeated. He had spent all day tracking her to this boardinghouse, and another three hours waiting
            across the street to discover which room she stayed in.
         

         
         “My nose?” Her voice was crisp and clear, nothing like the stuttering of the previous night. “Charles Westley Brittle, where have
            you been for two years? Everybody has been worried sick about you!”
         

         
         The transformation from shock to indignant fury was so complete, he nearly laughed aloud.

         
         But he never laughed anymore. Ever.

         
         “Have they?” he said.

         
         “Of course they have! Actually, truth be told, we all thought you were . . .” She blinked several times very swiftly. “Dead.”

         
         In fact he had nearly been dead, on any number of occasions.

         
         “Listen,” he said, “I haven’t time to explain now. I—”

         
         “Oh, haven’t you? Then have you time to thank me for saving you from the police? Or to apologize for—for accosting me?”
         

         
         “I beg your pardon,” he said between clenched teeth. “That was a mistake.” An impulse born of relief so thick he had acted
            before thinking.
         

         
         Good God, for the first time in twenty-one months he had acted before thinking. That miserable pirate Pate would be proud. Pate had not christened him Scholar, after all, out of admiration.
         

         
         “A mistake?” Her cheeks had turned a bit dusky. “What has happened to you, Charlie?”
         

         
         “More than you can possibly imagine.” The words sounded like an animal’s snarl.

         
         She had turned her face slightly askance and was looking at him as though he were little more than a dog. Of course she was.
            He was a dog. In fact, he had learned lately that he was worse than a dog.
         

         
         “Now,” he said. “Will you help me, or not?”

         
         She faced him squarely again. She had a sweet little figure, with breasts that could fit entirely in a man’s palms and a slim
            waist hidden by her dress.
         

         
         But he knew the shape beneath that dress; he had glimpsed it once before, when she had volunteered to assist Gabrielle with
            a filing project in the office. Esme had crouched in front of a box on the floor, tightening the fabric around her soft buttocks
            and cinching it around her hips, and he had gotten hard in an instant. He’d had to sit at his desk for an hour to hide it
            until the women finished their work. But the following morning while shaving he had recalled the vision of her round behind,
            imagined that softness brushing against him, and his hand had gotten so busy he’d missed breakfast.
         

         
         Callow dolt.

         
         Now, as thought of the curves beneath her shapeless gown made his cock twitch to life, he met her gaze with a hard stare.
            A feral dog, after all, did not break a sweat over a pretty girl.
         

         
         “All right,” she said with only a trace of hesitation, but her fingers played restlessly in her skirt, as though they wanted
            to reach for the door handle again. She was nervous.
         

         
         Good.

         
         Keep a man off balance, Scholar, and you can knock him over easier.

         
         Charlie had no intention of knocking Esme over. But he would not leave here without her promise to help him.

         
         “All right?” he said.

         
         “I admit that I am interested in hearing how and why you need my nose,” she said, “by which I assume you do not mean my actual
            nose, rather my sense of smell.”
         

         
         He folded his arms.

         
         Her sweet pink lips tightened.

         
         “I will hear you out,” she said. “But first you must answer one question.”

         
         He hiked up a brow. “Must I?”
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