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      It had all been a mistake from the beginning, but there was no changing it now. At least that was what Imogen Huxley kept telling herself as she stumbled down the long, dingy hallway of the Cat’s Companion. The brothel was in the very worst corner of London and yet she’d seen many a very important man haunting its not-so-hallowed halls. As many as in the finer establishments of its ilk.

      And Imogen had been to them all recently. Or at least it felt like she had. Since her husband’s death, since she realized that Warren had left her with absolutely nothing to her name…

      Well, what choice did she have but to seek a protector? By any means and at any location necessary.

      “You gonna stand in the way, luv, or go earn your keep?”

      The sharp female voice startled her from her thoughts, and Imogen pivoted. It was Maggie Monroe who stood there, hands on her hips, dark eyes barely visible through her smoldering glare. Imogen had met the woman once before, the first time she’d come here. The time she’d sworn she’d never come back. Maggie was abjectly terrifying then and it was no different now.

      “I-I was just about to go in,” she said, pushing her back against the wall so Maggie could pass her in the narrow hall.

      She did so, smacking Imogen with her shoulder as she moved. “You’d best forget you’re a lady right quick,” the woman snapped as she continued up the hall. “If these bastards wanted a lady, they would have stayed home.”

      Imogen bent her head. She’d been a lady her whole life, daughter of a second son, wife of a third son. It was a sheltered life, she knew that now more than ever. Until it wasn’t. Until she’d been thrown out into the cold.

      She took a long step toward the door she was meant to pass through. In that room was a man who wished to bed her. If she pleased him, he might take her as his mistress, he might pay for her to have a home and a little allowance. Lying on her back could save her.

      “God, I hope he’s at least a good lover,” she murmured, trying not to think about the inexperienced fumblings of the man she’d been with last time she was here. She shuddered as she lifted her hand to open the door.

      But before she could, there was a shout from behind it. A very drunken shout, indeed. “Where is that bitch?” the voice grunted, and there was a great crash. “I’ll not be made to wait by some poxy whore.”

      She stepped back away from the door, her heart racing as she flattened to the wall as if she could disappear into it. In that moment, she wished it were true. That she could sprout wings and fly away.

      There was a second bang from within the chamber, and she shook her head. “I will not do this,” she whispered, clenching her hands into fists at her sides as she pivoted toward the front exit of the establishment. But up that hallway were a group of loud and very drunk men. They were watching her. Go that way and it was out of the frying pan and potentially into a very bad fire.

      So she turned the other direction, toward where Maggie had gone a few moments earlier. There were a dozen exits to this place, she knew that from the chatter of the other girls hired to work here on a more permanent basis. Plenty of modes of escape for client and lightskirt alike.

      Now Imogen just had to find one of them and get out. Find some other means of getting protection. At least her best friend Aurora would be pleased. She hadn’t wanted Imogen to come back after the last time.

      Imogen pushed those thoughts aside and scurried up the hall before her intended client burst through the door and simply took what he wanted. She meandered through the halls, turning left, then right, lost in a maze of dark hallways and closed doors. Moans and cries came from behind them, some pleasurable and others that were…not.

      Her stomach turned and she blinked to clear the tears in her eyes. She needed to be focused now.

      There was a door ahead, one with a big rusty smokehouse lock that dangled open from the hinge. Those locks were often used to protect the outside doors, and Imogen gasped in relief as she pushed the door open. But what she found wasn’t escape but a staircase that led to a little courtyard one floor below, closed in by the building’s walls. It wasn’t a pretty garden, though, but a dirty bricked-in place, smelling of piss and garbage and despair.

      She moved forward to look down into the square, hoping to find some direct exit onto the street. There would be hacks there, waiting for the customers to leave. She had just enough blunt stuffed in her slipper to get home.

      And then she’d have to work out what to do next.

      Her fingers closed around the rusty metal railing, and she looked down into the abyss. To her surprise, there were people down there. Maggie, from the looks of it, and two men with her. They were talking, not overly loudly, but the closed-in walls made the sound bounce back up toward Imogen.

      “Wrap her up in the damned carpet!” Maggie was snarling, pointing toward something at her feet.

      When she moved, Imogen gasped. A woman laid there on the dirty brick, unmoving, blonde hair fanned out around her, her body twisted at an unnatural angle.

      Dead. Imogen realized in a horrible flush of a moment that she was dead.

      “Shut your whore mouth, Maggie,” one of the men said. “I’m a bloody earl—I don’t work for you.”

      “You’re an earl who just killed one of my best girls,” Maggie snapped back. “I swear, Roddenbury, you can’t keep doing this just because they don’t please you. Now help Charlie. We can have her in the river before sunrise and that will end that.”

      Imogen’s hand came up to cover her mouth as the full realization of what had happened dawned on her confused and horrified mind. Roddenbury…an earl…a friend of her late husband…had murdered one of Maggie’s girls, and they were working to not only cover up that fact, but dispose of her body before anyone else knew.

      Imogen’s breath was coming sharper and harder as the truth of this matter washed over her. She needed to get out of here. Before they saw her. Before she joined that poor girl in the carpet. Bile lifted in her throat, and she swallowed hard to keep it down as she pivoted to go back into the bawdy house and find another escape route.

      As she did so, she staggered and her fist hit the door with a clang that echoed through the courtyard as surely as the voices below had. She froze in horror and then looked back over her shoulder.

      All three faces were turned up toward her from below. Maggie, Roddenbury and a huge hulk of a man she now recognized as the door guard.

      “You there!” Maggie called up. “Stop!”

      But Imogen didn’t stop. She tore the heavy door open and ran.
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      Oscar Fitzhugh sat in his carriage in the alleyway behind the Cat’s Companion, staring up at the imposing building. His hands clenched against his thighs as he struggled to rein in the emotions that threatened to overwhelm him. It was the same any time he came to this place. Anger. Grief. Bitterness.

      But mostly guilt. He came here and guilt washed over him.

      “You should have done bloody better,” he muttered.

      But doing better was why he was here, wasn’t it? Why he came here once a month, every month. Why he circulated into the crowd and tried to determine facts that would somehow absolve him. Or at least facts that would avenge her.

      With a sigh, he opened the carriage door and got out. His driver glanced down at him with concern, but Bentley had long ago stopped expressing his uneasiness with this endeavor out loud.

      “Wait here,” Oscar said.

      “Yes, Mr. Fitzhugh,” Bentley said softly, his gaze darting away with something suspiciously like pity.

      Oscar’s stomach clenched at the sight. No one fucking pitied him. Even when he was pitiable. He stepped forward, ready to make his way through the unlocked back door to the place. He’d been banned from the official entrance months ago. But this entrance allowed him to sneak in and blend in. Another faceless man in a sea of faceless men there to take their pleasure. Take advantage.

      But before he could open the door, it flew out toward him. He stepped back, just barely missing being cracked in the face, and opened his arms to regain his balance. Which allowed the woman who had thrown the door wide and now raced from the darkened, smoky hall to collide directly into his chest.

      Oscar closed his arms around her, a natural reaction to keep them both from depositing themselves on the dirty ground. The moment he did so, she began to thrash, tugging to escape him.

      He was about to release her when she cried out, “No, please! Don’t! They’ll kill me! Don’t!”

      He froze at those words. How many months had he come here, searching for some proof that nefarious things were happening within these walls? Dark and desperate things, like murder.

      And now this slender reed of a woman all but shouted that proof in his face. The extremely beautiful and terrified face now turned up toward his. His heart stuttered at the abject terror reflected in a remarkable pair of amber eyes. Almost like a cat’s, they were so lovely.

      “What is going on, miss?” he snapped out, perhaps more harshly than he intended thanks to the shock of her crashing into his chest, her wild words and her lovely eyes.

      “Please!” she wailed, her voice catching now. “They’re coming! They’re right behind me. You must release me or I’ll never get away.”

      He heard voices from behind the door, shouts within the walls of the building, and it kicked him from his shock. He grasped her arm and yanked her toward the carriage. She scrambled to escape as he hauled her up and slammed the door shut.

      “Stop kicking me,” he growled, tugging her even closer and speaking low against her ear. “I am trying to help you.”

      As he said the words, the door to the club opened and two large men burst out. Oscar leaned closer to the window, but didn’t recognize either of them. Two of Maggie’s ruffians, it seemed.

      The woman froze in his arms, trembling as one of them shouted up to his driver, “Did you see a whore come out here?”

      “Went that way,” Bentley said from above, and the men took off toward the docks.

      Oscar smiled. He only hired the best. And Bentley would get a nice bonus in his wages this week for that lie.

      “Please let me go,” the woman said, softly this time, and Oscar realized she was still in his arms, pressed with her back to his chest, her breath coming short and heavy.

      He loosened his grip on her arms as he said, “Don’t run.”

      She ignored him and lunged for the door. He sighed heavily and caught her wrist to pull her away from the door as gently as he could.

      “Please don’t run,” he repeated. “I’ve no intention of hurting you. As I said, I want to help.”

      Her struggle ceased, though from the way her body slumped, he felt it was more out of exhaustion than any kind of trust. She slid to the carriage seat across from his and he released her. She stared at him, wary, like a bird being stalked by a cat, and rubbed her wrist. He didn’t think he’d hurt her—he’d been trying very hard not to—but he wondered if she was trying to soothe herself with that touch.

      “Why were those men chasing you?” he asked.

      She didn’t respond, but folded her arms and looked longingly toward the door he was blocking.

      He arched a brow. “Did you steal something?”

      “No!” she cried out, indignant as she glared at him. “No, sir!”

      “Then why were you running?” he repeated, more slowly, more firmly.

      She shook her head. “Won’t you please let me out?” she asked. “The men are gone, at least for the moment. It will give me time to get a hack and go home.”

      “That isn’t happening,” he said. “They could return at any moment. You’re clearly in danger, miss, and I am your best hope. Tell me what is going on.”

      She bent her head, and her breath came sharp and hard in the quiet of the carriage. Oscar could see she was fighting tears. Winning that fight, though he wasn’t certain that would last long. Every graceful line of her body spoke of her deep fear. It wasn’t an act, it wasn’t a trick. In his line of work, he had long ago learned to spot those.

      No, this was real.

      “Please,” he said softly.

      Her gaze lifted to his, and for a moment their eyes locked. He could see her reading him, analyzing if he could relieve her distress, or if he was just another part of it. Then her eyes darted back to her lap and she whispered, “They…they killed a woman. I-I saw her body.”

      His gut clenched, and for a flash of a moment he thought he might cast up his accounts all over the carriage floor. But he drew a deep breath, calmed himself as he’d learned to do over the years, and opened the carriage door.

      “Bentley, home,” he ordered before he closed them in again.

      She jerked to the edge of her seat. “No! Sir, please. You cannot take me. You must let me out. Please!”

      He leaned forward, hating that his presence was as much a fear to this distressed woman as anything else she’d been through that night. But he also knew he couldn’t let her go. Not under these conditions.

      “Miss, you are in real trouble, and if I let you out of this carriage, you’ll be in even worse. Let me take you somewhere safe and we can work this out.”

      “Work it out on my back, you mean?” she snapped, and through the fear he saw a spitfire nature that he would have liked but for the horrific circumstances. “You were here for a purpose, weren’t you? And now you act like some hero come to save me? You are just as dangerous as those men after me for all I know. You’re nothing but a stranger who forced me into a carriage.”

      He blinked. She had a point at that.

      He leaned forward and extended a hand. “Mr. Oscar Fitzhugh at your service, miss. I’m the owner of Fitzhugh’s Club. And while I agree that you have no reason yet to trust me, I do vow to you now that I won’t hurt you. I will try to save your life if you let me.”
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      Imogen pushed herself into the farthest corner of the carriage and stared at the man across from her. His hand was still extended as if to greet her, but she didn’t take it. She already knew the strength of that hand, for it had wrapped around her upper arm, her wrist, and kept her from escape. Touching him again felt…dangerous.

      And yet she felt a bit less fear than she had when she’d first crashed into him and he had dragged her into his carriage. Then she’d been in a pure panic, certain she had thrown herself into perhaps a worse situation than she had left.

      It was clear that wasn’t true, though. And there was something about this man’s voice that was almost…mesmerizing. Something rough and hard, but not unkind.

      She looked across at him in the dimness of the carriage. He was cloaked in shadow, but she could still make out the fundamentals of his features. He had dark hair that was a touch too long, streaked with fine lines of gray, mussed like fingers had run through it recently. His own or someone else’s. He had an angular face with a salt-and-pepper beard. Not in fashion, perhaps, but it suited him. It made him all the more handsome and somewhat mysterious, as well.

      His low brow furrowed as he withdrew his hand at last and his dark eyes speared her in place. This was not a man to be trifled with, that was immediately clear. He was confident and intense. He likely stole the air and the attention of any space he entered. Including the tight carriage they currently both inhabited.

      More to the point, he had to know the command he wielded. He very likely used it to his advantage.

      “I-I know your name,” she stammered as she fought to look and sound more composed than she felt. “Fitzhugh’s Club. My…husband was a member.”

      His gaze flitted over her face, his lips thinned slightly. “You are married.”

      “I was,” she whispered. “To Warren Huxley. Not that I expect you to recall him. Your club is quite popular. It rivals White’s, or so I’ve heard.”

      There was a flicker over his face. Almost a smile, but not quite. The comparison pleased him, it seemed. Then he was serious again. “Huxley,” he said. “Third son of the Earl of Briarstone. He died last year.”

      Her eyes widened. “You recall that in an instant? Without reference?”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “I make it my business to know all my members. And so you are Mrs. Huxley.”

      “Imogen,” she said, for it seemed almost obscene to go by her married name when this man had found her in the alleyway of a brothel. “My name is Imogen.”

      He nodded once and then looked toward the window again. “We are arriving at my home now. You’ll come in and we can discuss this further.”

      She should have refused him. Should have asked him, once again, to simply allow her to go home. She wanted so desperately to pretend that what she’d experienced and seen tonight wasn’t real.

      But how could she?

      Even if he let her go, the image of that body down on the filthy ground was seared in her mind. And now that the shock of what had happened was wearing off, the heartbreak of it became sharper. It sank past her defenses, the ones meant to protect her and keep her running despite the devastation, and her whole body shuddered at the memory.

      “Mrs. Huxley,” he said softly as the carriage stopped at last. He reached out as if he would touch her, and she almost wanted him to, just to know that he was real. That she was real. Just to have the comfort of physical contact, even from this stranger who felt dangerous but not sinister.

      “I-I—” she stammered, uncertain what she wished to say next.

      “Come inside,” he repeated, firm but gentle as he yanked his hand back and offered no comfort.

      She nodded as the carriage door opened. He stepped out first, saying something to his driver that she couldn’t hear, and then he turned back. That same powerful hand extended out to help her and she caught it, clinging to him as she staggered down the little set of steps. He cupped her elbow, holding her steady as she swayed.

      He was very tall. She hadn’t fully marked it in that terrifying moment when she careened into him. But he was at least a head taller than she was. She looked up and up, into those dark eyes. They bore down into her, almost like he could see into her very soul. A terrifying thought, and she took a long step away and turned her face so she was no longer pinned by his regard.

      “Lead the way, Mr. Fitzhugh.”

      If only her voice didn’t shake. If only her entire being didn’t shake.

      He did as she requested in silence, leading her up a short staircase into the townhouse. The night had a damp chill to it that she hadn’t fully noticed until she moved into the warm, bright foyer. A butler was there, speaking to Fitzhugh already. She blushed as he glanced over his master’s shoulder at her. His gaze flitted over her from head to toe, then he looked away and nodded.

      “It shall be done, sir,” he said, and stepped away, leaving them alone again.

      Fitzhugh motioned her to follow, and she staggered after him down a long hallway. They entered a parlor with a black leather settee and matching chairs. A bright fire burned in the tall fireplace, and she found herself moving toward it and lowering her suddenly frigid fingers before the flames.

      “Brandy?” he asked.

      She jolted and looked back at him. He had already poured her a glass and was holding it out. So she took it, for what else could she do?

      “Give me a moment,” he said softly. “Make yourself comfortable.”

      He left her then, and she sank into the settee before the fire. She noticed now it had gold plated fish as feet and absently wondered how much those must have cost him. Comfortable, he had said. Dear God, how could she be that? Now or perhaps ever again?

      Her brain dragged her backward, to earlier in the night. To looking down over the rusty metal railing to see that woman’s broken body. To the cruelty of her killers’ words as they spoke about her. To the horrible moments when Imogen had been forced to run for her own life. With every heavy step, she had believed, utterly and completely, that she would die in a bawdy house and be thrown into the river like trash.

      Her hand was wet. She glanced down and saw that she was shaking now. Brandy had sloshed onto her thumb and the top of her hand. She set it down on the table beside the settee and sank her head into her hands.

      The collapse happened swiftly as all that had transpired that night washed over her, on a hideous repeat. She shook as hot tears streamed down her face, bitter bile rising to her throat. It was only the sound of another throat clearing that jolted her from the hysteria. She jerked her face toward the door and found Fitzhugh standing there.

      He looked uncomfortable, and she rose to her feet as she wiped the tears from her cheeks. “My apologies. It’s been a very long night,” she whispered.

      He shook his head. “It’s understandable. I must ask you a question, though.”

      She swallowed, trying to gather herself. “What is it?”

      “Do they know your name?”

      Her brow wrinkled as she stared at him. “My—my name?”

      “Yes.” His frown deepened. “Did you give anyone at the Cat’s Companion your real name?”

      “I’d given it at a few other brothels in the past,” she said. “So, yes, they…they know my name.”

      He bent his head, and she thought he swore beneath his breath. Then he sighed. “Then you cannot go home. You’ll stay here.”

      Her mouth dropped open as she stared at him “What? No, please!”

      He moved into the room toward her, and she should have backed away, but how could she when he held her in place with one pointed look? “Mrs. Huxley, you have been shocked by your experience and are in no shape to have a discussion with me about what you saw tonight. I can see that now. But I cannot let you go home because if you saw what you think you saw—and judging how those men chased you, I have to believe you did—then they will hunt you. If they know your name, it will be too easy for them to do that at your own home. I might as well have abandoned you in the alley if I’m just going to push you back into their arms.”

      She jerked a hand up to her mouth. “My—my servants—”

      His expression softened a bit. “It credits you that you are concerned about them. I would wager you need not be. These people will likely not wish to raise a fuss. They’ll stalk your home, but won’t move unless they’re certain they can get to you. But I will have someone sent to watch your house tonight. You, however, will not return there.”

      “You can’t make me stay.”

      Something dark flared in his eyes, and he edged a fraction closer. “I don’t think you want to test that. I’m telling you that you are in danger. And you endanger anyone else you come in contact with until we can resolve this. If you care about that, as it seems you do, you will listen to me and let me do what I can to protect you. We can discuss the rest of this in the morning and I’ll get more details.”

      Her shoulders rolled forward. It would be considered wrong by most in her circles to stay the night in the house of a stranger. Especially a male stranger who possessed such…command. But then again, they would also certainly judge her for her decision to go to the brothel at all. They would judge her for all she’d lost and all she’d done to keep some sliver of her life.

      What was one night? Especially if it kept her alive and her servants unharmed. “Very well,” she whispered. “I won’t argue.”

      “Excellent,” he said, and motioned her toward him with a crook of his finger. “Let me show you to your room.”
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      Oscar wasn’t exactly prepared for guests. He didn’t invite people to his home. Only Louisa had ever stayed here, and that felt like a lifetime ago. Still, as he opened the door to the guest chamber, he had to give his servants credit. They had made the room presentable in hardly any time at all. It was a comfortable room with a bright fire burning in the hearth. Not fancy, perhaps, but serviceable.

      He pivoted toward Mrs. Huxley, and his breath caught. To be fair, it had caught each and every time he’d looked at her since they came into the bright light of his home. He assumed it was the same for most men who cast their eyes upon her. She was, after all, exquisitely lovely. Even more striking than he had judged her to be in the alleyway or in the darkened carriage.

      Dark hair, those stunning amber eyes, an expressive face that currently reflected all her fear and anxiety. Yes, she was…beautiful.

      He cleared his throat and pushed those inappropriate thoughts away. “Will you need help with your gown?” he asked as he looked over the yellow dress she was wearing. It buttoned in the front, the neckline was far too low, and looked as though it had been altered to make it thus, but the fabric flowed over her soft curves perfectly.

      “No,” she whispered, and pink filled her cheeks as she looked away. “I-I picked this one so I could manage it myself in the…in the…”

      She couldn’t finish, and he nodded so she wouldn’t have to because the subject of the brothel obviously made her uncomfortable. It made him wonder how a widow of a third son of an earl had come to such a dire place.

      But that was a question for tomorrow.

      “I understand,” he said. “Please, try to rest. It will help, though I know it doesn’t feel that way right now. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to ring. My staff is at your service, as am I.”

      He executed a little bow and turned away. He had almost reached the door to the chamber when she said, “Mr. Fitzhugh?”

      He turned toward her shaking voice and found she had taken a long step toward him. Her cheeks were beyond pink now. Red flushed down her neck, over the curve of her breasts. He forced himself not to think about how much lower it might go.

      “Yes?” he asked and heard the roughness to his tone. The strain.

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      He inclined his head and then left her. As he closed the door, he recognized his heart was beating fast. That wasn’t something that happened all that often. After a lifetime, he had trained himself not to react to almost anything.

      But then again, this woman…Imogen… Mrs. Huxley was attached in some way to the place where Louisa had also died. That was probably what drew him to her. She was a chance to ride to the rescue in a situation where before he hadn’t been able. It made sense, really.

      And it also meant he had to carefully and calmly work this problem out. Emotion would only hurt everyone involved. Best to tamp it down. For Mrs. Huxley’s sake as much as his own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Imogen looked at herself in the mirror and let her breath out in a shaky sigh. She’d told herself over and again that it would be better in the morning, knowing it wasn’t true. Dawn had come and she still felt like hell. Looked like it, too, but there was little else she could do to fix herself. She’d finger combed and pinned her hopeless hair, shaken out the dirty dress she’d never look at the same way again. The dark circles beneath her eyes from a lack of sleep and crying weren’t something she could fix, nor was the pallor of her skin.

      “As if the man cares about your appearance,” she muttered as she smoothed the wrinkled gown once more and turned away from the mirror to cross to the door.

      She drew a shaky breath and walked into the hall. It was a quiet house. Only the distant click of a clock filled the air rather than a bustling set of servants.

      Of course Fitzhugh lived alone, so far as she could tell. She certainly could see no sign of a wife or children because there were no portraits hung to advertise them. No sounds of childish giggling or soft feminine whispers from behind chamber doors. She trailed down the stairs, marking the neatness of the house. There obviously were servants in his employ, even if they seemed invisible at present.

      The butler was at the bottom of the stairs, and as she reached the bottom, he turned from whatever it was he was doing and inclined his head toward her. “Good morning, Mrs. Huxley. Was your chamber comfortable?”

      Heat filled her cheeks at the fact that this man knew her name. What he must think of her after last night? How far she had fallen in such a short time.

      “It was very comfortable, thank you,” she said. “But I’m at a disadvantage. What is your name?”

      “Donovan, madam,” he said with another of those formal inclines of his head. “And I am at your service as long as you are a guest in this house.”

      She forced a smile. It was a kindness for him to act as though she were merely a houseguest. And one that would surely be gone before noon. “Thank you.”

      “Mr. Fitzhugh is waiting for you in the breakfast room. It is the third door on the left up the hall,” he said, motioning to a long corridor behind the staircase.

      She thanked him again and went on her way. Unlike upstairs, where the doors to the chambers were closed, they were open down here. She couldn’t help but peek into each one as she passed. Curtains were thrown open in them all, flooding the chambers with light for the servants who were quietly cleaning and organizing.

      It was a pretty place, indeed. Fine but understated. It certainly didn’t reveal much about the man who owned it, though. Oscar Fitzhugh. She shivered as she thought of him, handsome and impressive and more than a little intimidating. She had no idea what to think of him. Perhaps that was his intention.

      She reached the breakfast room and paused in the entryway. He was seated at the head of a small rectangular table, head bent into paperwork and an untouched plate of food at his right hand. He didn’t appear to have noticed her yet, so she took that moment to look at him.

      He really was a very handsome man. Even more so today than she had recalled. There was a little bit of a wave to his hair, even though it no longer looked like fingers had wended their way through it. His brow was furrowed in concentration and he had a hard, stern look on his face. She had no idea his age. It was hard to place, despite his salt-and-pepper beard and hair. Older than her own thirty-two years, she thought, but not fatherly. Oh no. Definitely not that.

      “How did you sleep?”

      His question jolted her out of her wicked thoughts, and she jumped in surprise as he glanced up at her, speared her with that dark and unassailable gaze. She clenched a hand against her chest and came into the room. “I…well, thank you.”

      He arched a brow as he rose to his feet. “Well. I don’t think so. You had nightmares.”

      She worried her lip. “I hope I didn’t disturb your sleep, Mr. Fitzhugh.”

      There was a flicker of something that came into his eyes. Eyes that flitted over her briefly. “Not at all. Even if you had, what right would I have to complain? I all but forced you here, didn’t I?”

      She smiled at the statement, a little teasing, she thought, though he still looked very serious, indeed. “You seemed to have the right motives at heart.”

      “Perish that thought,” he muttered.

      She shifted. “Are my servants well?”

      “Yes,” he said softly. “I had a man on your house within half an hour of your arriving here. He reports all is well there.” He motioned to the chair beside his. “Sit, won’t you? I wasn’t sure if you had favorites, so I had my cook make up a small spread. May I get you a plate?”

      Until that moment when Imogen looked at the sideboard, laden with delicious-looking food, she hadn’t been hungry. But now the smells and sights assaulted her senses, and she nearly went weak in the knees. “Please.”

      She sat, watching him pick through the selection and load up a plate. He set it in front of her and retook his place. She had every intention of trying to speak with him politely, but her hands had begun to shake with hunger. She dove into the food as she tried to remember the last time she’d done so. The previous morning, perhaps? Or was it even before that? Money was so tight, she tried to keep her expenses, even food, to a minimum. And when she’d known she was returning to the Cat’s Companion, she hadn’t been able to muster an appetite.

      Now, though, she shoveled food into her mouth. It was delicious, every bite. She had no idea how long she did so, but when she glanced up, she found Fitzhugh staring at her, those dark eyes glittering. She set her fork down and dabbed her mouth with a napkin as she shook her head. “I-I’m sorry. I’m being very rude.”

      “I don’t think so,” he said softly. “I asked you to eat and you are. Please continue. Can you talk while you do so?”

      She nodded. “Yes. If I stop heaping everything in my mouth at once, I can talk.”

      There was a twitch at the corner of his lip, almost like he was suppressing a smile. “Can you tell me in as much detail as you can what exactly happened last night?”

      “I feel this is unfair to you, Mr. Fitzhugh,” she said. “I’ve involved you in my troubles enough and—”

      “Tell me,” he interrupted, his firm voice yanking her excuses out from under her.

      She sighed and pushed the plate away, appetite gone once more. This was her private pain, her private story, and this stranger wanted to strip it from her. And yet he had earned it, hadn’t he? Certainly he had saved her life when he pulled her into his carriage. Perhaps again when he allowed her to escape to his home rather than returning to her own.

      And maybe it would just help to say it out loud. She hadn’t really done that before. Oh, yes, she’d spoken to Aurora about it, but never in full. Her friend had her own problems.

      “I-I suppose I should go back to the beginning,” she said, hating that her voice trembled when he was so stoic and calm. “You must want to know why I went there, the widow of a third son of an important family.”

      He held her stare. “If you wish to tell me. But understand I don’t judge you, whether you went to that place for gold or pleasure. Your body is your own.”

      She blinked. That would certainly not be the response of anyone else in her acquaintance. She cleared her throat nervously. “My husband left me with nothing at his death. His family has allowed me to keep the smallest of homes and two servants during my mourning, but nothing else, not even a carriage. Now that my mourning is coming to an end, they are already making noises about my needing to leave.”

      His cheek twitched. “They would put you in the street?”

      “They would.” She set her napkin on the table with a sigh. “I realized I would need to make alternate arrangements for my future. I thought of marrying again, but my own family is dead. There is no money. And my husband’s family has hindered my ability to come back into Society.”

      “Why?” he asked, his brow furrowing again.

      “They claim that seeing me makes it difficult,” she said, trying to keep the bitterness from her voice. “And perhaps that is true. Perhaps I remind them of Warren and that chokes them in their grief. But they would destroy me for their comfort.”

      “Their kind always would,” he said, a touch of bitterness in his voice.

      “Personal experience?” she asked.

      He shifted and was silent for a beat. “I know a great many of them in my profession.”

      She thought it might be more than that, but didn’t press the subject. This man’s history was none of her affair.

      “I suppose you do.” She worried her hands in her lap. “The next option for a woman like me was to become a man’s mistress.”

      “That must have been a shocking decision to come to for a woman raised as I assume you were.” There was no judgment to his tone, and that helped her feel less embarrassed by the confession.

      “At first, yes,” she admitted. “But I was not…opposed to what happens between a man and a woman in a bed.”

      His fingers clenched on the tabletop but he didn’t react in any other way so she continued, “And I saw that some women were treated very well. I tried to make discreet inquiries.”

      “And used your real name,” he said.

      She nodded. “It made sense to do so since if I succeeded in obtaining a protector, I would be publicly seen as a kept woman. But it only caused me trouble. My husband’s family was incensed. I was told in no uncertain terms that if I sought a protector, I would be put out of my home immediately and into the street.”

      “And you have no one to take you in?” he asked.

      “My dearest friend is Aurora Lovell, another widow, also left destitute by her situation. She hardly has enough for herself.”

      “Viscount Lovell,” he said, apparently pulling from a never-ending catalog in his mind. “Died of an apoplexy, wasn’t it? In a bawdy house just barely better than the Cat’s Companion.”

      “You are a wonder,” Imogen breathed. “How do you keep your information organized in that mind of yours?”

      He actually looked a little uncomfortable at the compliment. “It matters little. There must be other friends.”

      “There were. There are. But most have gone by the wayside. Some cannot afford to associate themselves with my fall. Some are not allowed. Some are fair-weather friends more interested in position than in helping.” She wished she sounded less invested in that. Less hurt. “So I am on my own.”

      “How did you come to the Cat’s Companion, then?” he pressed.

      “The better places, someplace like Donville Masquerade or Vivien Manning’s… I couldn’t turn to them to find a…a…”

      “Lover,” he said, his tone suddenly rougher. “You’ll have to find a way to say it, Mrs. Huxley.”

      “Please, won’t you call me Imogen,” she gasped. “It seems so wrong to talk about this while you use my husband’s name.”

      Fitzhugh held her gaze a moment and then nodded. “Imogen.”

      She had heard her name said a thousand times, by dozens of different people. It had never sounded the way it did rolling off this man’s tongue. She had never reacted the way she did now, her entire body pulsing with tension. Her sex clenching against nothingness.

      Perhaps she should have learned to live with Mrs. Huxley because this was…so very wrong. Was she so far fallen that the first handsome man who showed her any kindness made her a wanton?

      “I-I—” She struggled to find purchase against the tide of these unwanted feelings.

      His pupils dilated slightly and he said, “You were explaining why you couldn’t go to a more respectable place.”

      “Yes.” She fought to regain her breath. “Yes. Places like those were crawling with people who might report back to my husband’s family. I realized right away they weren’t safe. So I started to go…lower. I was given a card for the Cat’s Companion and so I went there.”

      “Not a very easy place to find a permanent protector,” he said. “It’s a brothel in the truest sense. Men there want a night, nothing more.”

      She nodded. “I know. Last night wasn
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