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“You are the most evil, vile man on the face of the earth.”  The high, shrill adolescent screamed so loudly that the window rattled in their panes.  “Why couldn’t it have been you who’d perished and not my father?”

Lord Sin, or rather Robert Sinclair, the fourth earl of Darrow, winced.  It was certainly a question he’d asked himself frequently these days.

No matter.  He’d a task to complete and complete it he would.  At that moment, he sat staring into the stern faced, narrow-eyed stare of his niece.  The just turned fifteen years old, Miss Merry Sinclair, the only child of Sin’s late brother.  The girl had been thrust upon him barely a month before when his brother and sister-in-law had died in a fire.  Despite Sin’s best intentions, the girl had run rampant over his previously quiet, unattached bachelorhood.  

The angst filled, highly emotional weeks of their new living arrangement had now culminated in this whirlwind of unequaled angst and fury.  Despite the torrent of tears and full out bluster of insults Sin stood firm.  He’d no choice.  Though she didn’t realize it, the child’s path had already been set by her own father’s decree for his daughter’s future.

“Your behavior is pointless.  You will do as you must.”

“I refuse,” she said in a tight, jaw clenched tone.

“You can’t refuse.  I’m your guardian and it’s my decision.”  Of course, that wasn’t true, but Sin thought it best that his niece’s hatred be directed toward him rather than her parents. He hadn’t done much for his family over the years, but at least he could protect their daughter’s memory of them.

“I won’t.”

Like others before it, their confrontation was not going well and he’d no idea what to do about it. Having no experience with either the female gender or the trappings of a barely out of the schoolroom child, it had never once occurred to Sin that his word of authority would ever be challenged, let alone refused.

“You will,” he ground back at her. 

They were standing, nose to nose, in the front parlor of his townhouse, both with hands clenched tightly, both leaning forward, both determined to have their way in this situation.  Sin knew instinctively that if he didn’t win this argument, he’d never again have the advantage against the strong-willed young lady.  

The trouble was, he’d no time to prepare for his new parental role.  The child's resemblance to her mother, combined with her tone and superior attitude—which mirrored Sin's younger brother—made the situation even more challenging.  Though Sin did his best to keep his emotions at bay, the memories of he and his younger brother as small children ambushed his thoughts.  Jeffrey had idolized Sin.  And Sin had loved his younger brother and coveted their closeness, as there had been little affection to be found in those early days.  Because their mother was often distracted and their father cruel, the two boys naturally formed such a bond. 

Unfortunately, time had passed and in the last few years, the two men had drifted apart.  Sin had remained most proud of Jeffrey, and happy that he’d grown into a strong, respected and sometimes opinionated man.  Though he’d not spoken of it to his niece, Sin grieved the loss of his brother.

Now, his brother was gone forever.  Well, gone save for the gingham and lace wrapped bundle of defiance which now sat before Sin.  

Sin had meant to be the best uncle possible, true enough, but being a father was well beyond his abilities, as was clear by their current standoff.  How could he be even a mediocre guardian when the girl was so disagreeable?

“I don’t care what you say, uncle.  I refuse to attend any of your silly gatherings.  I would rather starve than partake in a single dinner party.  And most of all, I refuse to be pushed into a marriage I do not want simply because you cannot perform your duties as my guardian.  I demand that you send me to live with my cousin Annabelle Lettington.  Her father is only a baron, but he is allowing Annabelle to come to London to live with her older brother when he attends to Cambridge in the fall. She will even have her own apartments.  You need only keep me imprisoned here until then and I shall trouble you no more.”

“Absolutely not.  You are my responsibility, and I’ve no knowledge of these Lettingtons.  Your father stated in his last requests that I was to be your guardian until you have achieved an acceptable arrangement of marriage and that is what I shall do.”

“I don’t care what father wanted.  Mother said...”

It was at that moment that a line had been crossed.  Sin held his hand up and took a deep breath, laboring to not give in to his temper with the girl.

Several seconds passed before Sin spoke again, this time softening his tone.  “So many times, over these last week’s I’ve mourned the death of your family and cursed the fire that took their lives.  But your parents are dead, and I now clearly understand your future.  To do otherwise would be against your father—my brother’s wishes.  And that I shall not do.  The matter is settled.”

It was at that moment that he saw something break in her. The pain of her parent’s loss was the one thing that now pulled them together. 

Despite their shared sadness, seconds later, Merry ground her jaw even tighter.  It wasn’t clear whether it was the pain of her grief or her frustration at him, but he could see the battle of anger and tears as evident by her clear expression.  

Inwardly, he applauded that fact that his niece was not a weak-willed, wilting flower as many other young girls among the ton tended to be.  She would not hide behind her governess’s apron nor willingly submit to the first overbearing, young scalawag who’d come chasing after her skirts.  No, Merry would be a woman of substance, of opinion, of importance.  

But that would be later.  For now, she was a stubborn child and must be dealt with.

“I don’t care what you say, uncle.  I will be the most objectionable and undesirable girl at every party you drag me to.”

Sighing, Sin sat back.  His head ached as if he’d been up all night, swilling Irish whiskey and smoking cheroots, rather than reading Ruskin’s Research of All Things Egyptian.  Despite his need for strong tea and a firm bed, he did his best to remain calm as he explained to her how he would deal with her rebellious nature.

“I suspected you would threaten as much, so I’ve hired a new governess who has just arrived this morning and ordered her to instruct you on the proper behavior of a young lady.  Once you are ready, I will begin a search for a sponsor so that you may be properly introduced into society.”

The girl seethed in front of him, clearly realizing that this was a skirmish she was not about to win.  

“You’re impossible.” She declared and rushed past him and through the door—slamming it hard upon her exit.

Letting out a breath, Sin sank back into the chair behind him.  He thought he might have one that skirmish but was certain the war between them was far from over.

Suddenly, he’d the urge to escape to the stables, choose the best horse in the livery and escape into the morning, all the way to his family’s country estate.  

Sadly, that was not an option.  First, he’d duties to attend to and second, he’d sold off most of his horses at auction months earlier.  Only two elderly nags remained, and they could barely pull a cart together downhill, with a good wind behind them.

Instead, he remained in the parlor, closing his eyes, and pretending that he was not a near penniless, with no obvious purpose to his life and no desire to do anything about it.  

Despite his intentions, however, Sin roused from his reverie, as a gentle but annoying tapping on the parlor door broke into the room’s fleeting moments of quiet.

“Come in,” he shouted, his tone sharper than he’d meant it to be.  Hopefully, his staff was aware of the strife between he and his niece and would understand that they were not the target of his temper.

His butler, Mr. Fletcher, opened the door and gingerly stepped inside the room.  An older man, with unruly white hair, thick eyebrows, and mustache, he bore the look of a fragile tree, its bare branches covered by a recent snowfall.  The thin, drawn expression he wore spoke to his both his advanced age and his obvious trepidation dealing with the earl.

“Sorry to interrupt, sir, but cook needs someone to accompany her to the market.”

“Can’t her husband go with her?”

The other man cleared his throat.  “She says he’s taken ill.”

“Of course,” Sin said.  Aggie Donovan’s husband had been in ill health for months and was likely not long for the world.  Refusing any request to the woman and her husband, who’d served his family for three generations, was not an option.

“Shall I call Mr. Landings to come stay with you until I return?”

The valet?  Employed by Sin’s uncle, because he certainly hadn’t the funds to afford such a luxury, the man was constantly at Sin to hire a tailor, choose fabrics, or gush over the latest ensembles from Paris.  Besides, seeing the earl in his current state of dishevelment—a wrinkled linen shirt and buckskin pants fit more for donation than for a peer—he would immediately demand a new wardrobe. 

As if there were funds for such frivolity.  As it was, Sin had barely enough money to pay the staff.  His late father had long ago emptied the family accounts with his gambling and extravagant lifestyle.  

“Not necessary.  I can see to myself for a few short hours.”

“As you wish.”

With that, the man was gone and Sin’s blessed peace returned.  Sin knew he should relinquish his inactive state and work on the ledgers.  His accountant would be visiting later that afternoon and Sin needed to at least make a show of his concern for finances.

He needed to decide on whether to sell the last of his properties.  A small warehouse half a mile from the London docks, it sat empty and crumbling, but Sin didn’t care.  Only one person wanted to buy it and Sin would rather see it burned to the ground and swallowed up by a flood than in the hands of his uncle.

Closing his eyes, Sin leaned back, and sought the solace of a happier time in his life.  Long ago summers he and his brother had spent at the family’s estate, playing together in a forgotten meadow, pretending to be great hunters stalking a lion or tiger, and later, attending a ball thrown by one of their neighbors.

A loud, annoying banging shook the house around him and Sin startled back to the present, angry that his momentary escape from reality had been interrupted.  He was about to call out his butler for allowing the noise to continue.  Of course, as soon as he’d thought to do just that, he remembered that he’d sent the man away.

Sighing, he rose to his feet, and made his way to the front of the house, meaning to take his ire out on whomever dared to invade his precious few moments of peace.

Padding into the front foyer, bare feet on the cold tiles, he winced, angry at himself for not donning his slippers that morning.  

“I’m coming,” he called out.  “For the love of god, stop that infernal rapping,” he shouted as he threw open the door...

And stared into one of one of the most striking faces he’d ever seen.  A woman stood on the stoop in front of him, her petite, white gloved hand still in the air clutching at the empty spot where she’d held the door knocker only seconds before.

The very sight of her stole the breath from his chest.  She was more than beautiful.  She was positively angelic. The late morning sun cast a golden tint around her.  Wide, brown eyes with small specks of green stared up at him.  Porcelain skin, perfect, pert nose and lips the color of dark cherry, the woman both amazed and unsettled him.  He suddenly felt as if he should kneel before her, as he was clearly unworthy to be in the presence of such a magnificent creature.

“I beg your pardon,” the woman said, her voice light and musical.

“What do you want?” Sin was barely able to form the words.  Struggling to maintain his composure, he wasn’t sure what to do next.  

His experience with women was more than inadequate.  Despite his ‘acceptable appearance,’ he long ago learned that women considered him to be too serious or too brusque.  As a result, his attempts at romance had always ended badly, with him feeling awkward and anxious.  He’d once overheard several young women at a party commenting that that it was indeed a ‘Sin’ that he was so dull and uninteresting.  

Despite his urge to greet the fascinating woman in front of him and invite her into his home, his life and his heart, Sin knew that any attempt at civility would end in embarrassing disappointment.  He stamped down on his first inclination and retreated into his most comfortable closed persona.  It was amazing how quickly he could erect the walls around himself and push others away.  A scowl, a tight expression and this woman would surely be on her way.

Except, she didn’t turn away from him, but rather lifted her chin and met his dark nature with a force of intent that would turn back even the most stalwart enemy.

In those few seconds, Sin wanted to retreat from her, but as much as he’d meant to, he was unable to move, unable to turn her away and instead remained in her presence awaiting her to decision—would she accept his unworthiness or shun him as all the others had before her?  

Just as she started to speak, their gazes met, and it was as if bolt of lightning struck him straight in the chest.

To his stunned surprise, for the first time in a very long time, a wash of desire swept through him.  Sin felt a pull to this woman as he had no other.  It was a deepening need, to his very core.  His body ached for her, to be with her, in her, encompassing her.

He gasped as every muscle in his body tightened.  His chest felt twice its size, his heartbeat doubled in pace and his breath quickened.  His predicament was made worse by the tightening in his trousers.

Tearing his gaze from hers, Sin coughed as utter embarrassment flooded through him.  He’d met many women in his life, liked them at times, grew affection for them over time, but no woman had the inexplicable effect upon him that this one did.

Though he’d no idea what this chance meeting would lead to, he knew one thing for certain. Sin was in trouble. Bad trouble.

He couldn’t imagine how it could possibly get any worse...

#
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“This is bad,” Ollie muttered under her breath.  Standing in the foyer of the deteriorating townhouse, the grounds in shambles all around her, she didn’t know quite what to do.  She was staring into the face of one of the most disheveled, roguish, and amazingly handsome men she had ever met.  When his sharp gaze, his eyes the color of a summer sky and polished iron, landed upon her, Ollie’s breath caught in her chest.  The stranger’s impatience was evident by the tightness of his perfectly shaped masculine jaw and straight line of what she imagined to be the most kissable mouth she had ever seen. 

Never one to fall to a man’s external attributes, until that moment, Ollie had thought a man’s most attractive traits were intelligence and gentlemanly behaviors.  But the specimen before her fairly stopped her heart in her chest.  Perfection whispered through her mind.  It was the only way to describe him.

Stunned not only by the stranger’s appearance, but by her jarring reaction to him, it was all Ollie could do to keep her wits about her.   

When she caught his striking, alluring gaze, she’d the urge to turn and run.  Forget that her life hung in the balance.  Forget that she’d been living a lie these last months and he might be the only one able to rescue her.  Forget the fact that if her deception were discovered, she would suffer irreparable damages.... 

That last bit was indeed the only thing that kept her fixed to the ground that she stood upon.  Had her need been any less dire, then she would be making her escape that very moment.  

She had no choice.  She knew she must stay the course and at least attempt to ward off disaster.  But something stirred in his expression—a dark, primal countenance, one that stirred a hunger deep within her.  Her first inclination was to place her hand against the hard planes of his chest, to feel the energy that thrummed within him.  She felt certain, she could lose herself in the arms of a man such as this.  Lose herself to unrelenting passion, breathless desire.  

Stunned at her own reaction, Ollie became instantly furious with herself, she was certainly not a wanton skirt.  She simply didn’t throw herself at any man, even one who was as strikingly disturbing as this one.

“Well?” growled the tall, darkly handsome man.  Wide shoulders, broad chest, narrow waist and thickly muscled arms and legs aside, her paralyzing awe of him instantly evaporated when the tone of his voice pricked her temper.  

“I wish to entertain an audience with the earl, if you please.”  

Startling appearance aside, she thought, no servant—which was clearly who this scoundrel was—should ever speak to a lady in that fashion.

Forget that she was appearing unannounced and that her mission was not appropriate for a lady, her business was not his concern.  His behavior was inexcusable.

Before he could answer, Ollie’s chaperone, Mrs. Landers, coughed behind her.  “My goodness,” the woman behind her gasped.  “His lordship needs to hire better staff.”

Ollie watched as the man in the doorway leaned around her to peer at the stout, middle-aged woman.  Mrs. Landers, who was Ollie’s uncle’s housekeeper, barely gave him a glance, as she had her kerchief out and was pressing it against her face, clearly suffering the effects of the overgrown, weed-filled landscape.

“Who are you?” The impertinent fool asked, turning his attention back to Ollie and further stirring her ire.

“I’m Ollivette Pettypin, widow of Viscount Arthur Pettypin, of Dentonby Cross.”

Stepping in front of her, Mrs. Landers waved her hand at the ill-tempered doorman.  “And it looks as though his lordship also needs to engage a better class of house staff as well.  I suggest you stop trifling with Lady Pettypin, escort us to your parlor and announce us to your master at once.”  With that she grabbed Ollie’s hand bustled into the foyer and pushed past the frustrating man.

“You do?” The doorman asked, tilting his head slightly to the left, jumping back to keep from being trampled.  

Ollie realized that the man’s anger had not lessoned.  Obviously, a slow thinker, the dullard said nothing. 

Pressed against the doorjamb, he scowled.  “The parlor is down the hall and to the left.”  His tone spoke not only to his disdain but also his resignation to the fact that no effort from him would deter the women from their purpose.

“At last,” Mrs. Landers called back to him. 

He followed them and once they were inside the room, he leaned on the doorframe, crossed his arms, and spoke in a sarcastic tone.  

“I suppose her ladyship would like tea and cakes for her refreshment?” 

The image of the man before her suddenly shifted and Ollie suddenly thought maybe, he was more than just an unkept doorman.  In fact, he very much bore the rumpled look of a man, well sated after a night of debauchery who was clearly contemplating his next conquest.

Pulling her fan from her sleeve, Ollie waved it furiously, as the temperature in the house had certainly raised substantially. 

Ollie’s mouth went dry, and she meant to refuse—as soon as the air returned to her chest—but thankfully the housekeeper stepped forward.

“If it wouldn’t be too much trouble,” Mrs. Landers said in a sharp tone.  “And the cups had better be clean, the water hot and the cakes baked fresh this morning.”

He grumbled something unintelligible, spun around and, slamming the door behind him, left them alone.

Once he was gone, Ollie felt as if the weight of hundred stone was lifted from her shoulders.  Needing to sort out her thoughts, she walked around the room and noted that a fine sheath of dust covered everything.  

“It looks as if his lordship needs to engage a new housekeeper as well,” she said after a bit. 

“His lordship does not employ a housekeeper at this time,” an elderly gentleman said as he entered the room.  He held a tray that contained a chipped teapot, two cups and a plate of cakes.

“And you are?” Mrs. Landers demanded beside her.

“Elias Fletcher, ma’am,” he answered.  “So sorry I wasn’t there to greet you upon your arrival.  I was attending another matter.”

“Then the man at the door was...,” she asked, her expression one of disappointment.

“Himself, yes.”

“He was the earl?” Ollie answered, a bit embarrassed.  “His lordship is obviously too busy to worry about engaging staff.”

Mrs. Landers grunted.  “I’ve dusted off the chaise if you’d like to take a seat.”  

Entering the room, Ollie saw that the housekeeper had removed her jacket and had rolled up her sleeves.  

“Thank you.”

The woman then walked past her to the servant.  “If you don’t mind, I’d like to have a discussion with the butler.”

The older man coughed.  “That would be me, ma’am.  I also oversee the gardening and help cook in the kitchen.”

Mrs. Fletcher’s voice softened, “It looks as if you’re a bit short handed.  Allow me to lend a hand with your duties, sir...”  She sent a hopeful expression toward Ollie.  “If you don’t mind, madam...”

“Not at all,” Ollie said, perplexed at her maid’s change of manner.  She leaned forward.  “You seemed a bit ruffled a moment ago...”

“I was, but upon learning that the earl is unwilling to hire more staff and retire few that he has, well, I cannot simply look away.”

Ollie nodded.  “Of course.  I wonder why the earl is so reluctant to properly manage his estate.

In truth, though, she had a suspicion.  It wouldn’t be the first time a high-minded peer had mismanaged his finances.  Perhaps he wasn’t the sort of man she should ask for help?

The servant bowed again toward Ollie, “Madam.”

Ollie watched the two leave the room and she considered the earl’s situation from another angle.  Perhaps, Darrow was in a worse predicament than her uncle had suspected.  While she had no idea of what caused his strife, she knew it must have been the result of an extremely difficult circumstance for him. Sad as it was for him, it could be a boon for her.  If he was in this much need of funds, then surely, he wouldn’t turn down her offer.

‘The offer...,” Ollie shuddered.  ‘Of course, I shall just march up to him and ask the earl to participate in a public fraud.’  

Of course, what she was proposing wasn’t illegal.  She would have been happy to maintain her secret, and not seek outside help.  But the Royal Historical Society wouldn’t leave her be, so, it was really their fault, all this scheming and sneaking about.

That should have made her feel better, but it didn’t.  Asking a stranger to take part in her deception seemed wrong.  Add to that, the thought of taking advantage of his misfortunes to convince him to help her left her feeling more ashamed and guilty for her actions.  

How could she be such a horrible person?  Was there nothing that she wouldn’t do, no one that she wouldn’t use, to further her own ends?

For a few seconds, her resolve wavered. Thankfully, the thought of her own impending disaster and what information would be lost to society, information she could share, came back sharp in her mind.  

Everything stood in the balance.  If she failed today, she’d not just face public humiliation and ridicule, but she’d lose everything.  Her life’s work.  It was the one thing that kept her tethered to sanity would be taken from her.  It was the very purpose of her existence, after all.  

Closing her eyes, she saw the vision of the Egyptian script, it’s delicate movement across the page and above it the carefully drawn pictures, birds, looping symbols, and the like all the language of a world long dead, the secret of its meaning a mystery hidden by the ages.  

The parlor door swung open and a young girl, of no more than fourteen, ducked inside.  Not noticing Ollie’s presence, she quickly pulled the door so that it was opened only a few inches.  Her back to Ollie, she peered out into the hall.  

The girl stood unmoving; her thin frame pressed against the opening.  She wore a pale blue dress, trimmed in white lace, and had a white ribbon that circled her gown just under the breast and tied into an enormous bow in the back.  She had long main of wispy, light brown curls that hung midway down her back.  Barely moving, she breathlessly clutched the doorknob in a white knuckled grasp.

“Hello,” Ollie began, trying to be as friendly as possible.  “My name is Ollivette.”

Gasping, the girl spun round.  Ollie saw by her wide eyed, open-mouth expression and realized clearly, she was both stunned and terrified.

Just then, the high pitched, grating sound of a woman’s voice screeched through the hall.  “Merelda.  Your uncle demands you return to your room, immediately.”

The girl jumped at the sound, and then, barely a few seconds later, turned her back on Ollie and yanking the door open, charged out into the corridor and ran in a direction opposite of that of the advancing harridan.  

Before Ollie could even speak, a blur of black gown and flailing arms ran after the child.  A thin, spindly creature, it was easy to see why anyone, let alone a child, would run from her in terror.

In the next instant, Ollie jumped to her feet and set off after the woman and child.  Whether it was the girl’s expression, eyes wide with fear, or the memory of her own childhood spent at the hands of a harsh governess—one who’d frequently exercised her walking stick against Ollie’s knuckles—Ollie wasn’t sure.  No matter, Ollie meant to save this girl from the fate she herself had suffered all too often.

Catching up to them at the very moment a tall, stiff-backed woman had viciously grasped the child’s hair and yanked it so harshly that the child fell backwards, Ollie charged forward.

“Remove your hands from that child this instant,” she demanded.

“Who are you?” The impertinent woman asked.

Ollie ground her jaw, ready to do battle with the woman to save the girl. “Lady Ollivette Pettypin, and I demand you let go of her immediately.”

“I beg your pardon, Madam, but Miss Sinclair is my charge and it’s my duty to see to her behavior.”

“And I’m the widow of a peer and if you ever expect to be granted employment again, you will let her go,” Ollie ground out, her jaw clenched, and her hands balled into fists.

Despite her obvious apprehension, the other woman hesitated.  

Clearly it was to be a battle of wills, one of which Ollie was not about to lose.

“Let her go,” Ollie demanded again, her voice thick with anger.  She would throttle the woman if need be.

“Very well,” the governess said at last.  “But I shall report this incident to my employer.  He will not be pleased to hear of your interference.”  She dropped her hands and Ollie didn’t miss the fact that several strands of the young girl’s curls were still caught in the woman’s fingers.

Instantly, the child ran to Ollie who then caught her and quickly pulled her into a protective embrace.  

“Thank you, Lady Pettypin,” the child, breathed.  

“You’re quite welcome,” Ollie said, her emotions turning from unbridled anger to fierce protection.  “And you may call me Ollie. Might I ask what your name is?”

“Merelda,” the girl said in a timid tone.

For a moment, Ollie forgot the governess remained and continued to stare at her with glowering disdain.  By her straight-backed posture and narrow eyed expression, it was clear, that she was a woman who did not like to be bested.

Ollie sent her a warning expression.  “You may leave Merry in my care. I shall look after her for now.”  

“No matter,” she breathed, lifting her chin in defiance.  “Miss Merry will be returning to the schoolroom sooner or later.”  

“That will be enough, Mrs. Gifford.”

Ollie turned to see the doorman—except now that he’d changed into a proper gentleman’s attire of dark blue pants, a white shirt, and a dark blue jacket—the realization of who he was suddenly became apparent. She’d no doubt that he was not the ill-mannered servant that she’d thought him to be, but rather he was the Earl of Darrow himself.

“Sir, I demand a modicum of respect so that I can perform my duties.”  She shot a knowing glance back at Ollie.  “We agreed that I’d have a free hand in your niece’s instruction...”

“You’re discharged,” the earl told her.  “Gather your things and leave my home immediately.”

The woman looked as if she was about to say more but must have seen something in his expression that made her think better of it.

“As you wish,” she said.  She started to leave but turned back.  “You’re doing the child no favor, you know.  A desirable husband demands a mild and respectful wife.  One who has a quiet demeanor and a biddable nature.”

With that she spun on her heels and marched down the hall.

Ollie clutched the child, not merely to support the girl but to keep from running after the woman and deliver her a proper cut direct. 

Suddenly remembering where she was, she struggled to gather her wits.  An earl, the girl’s uncle no less, and one she wanted a favor from, stood but inches from her, arms crossed and wearing an expectant expression.  

To her surprise, instead of roaring at her for her intrusive behavior, he bowed low.  “Lady Pettypin,” he said.  “I believe you requested an audience?”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two
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Sin couldn’t believe his good fortune.  The answer to all his struggles had just pushed her way into his home.   The brave lady not only battled the horrible Mrs. Gifford and become out unscathed from the skirmish, but she also immediately had gained the trust of his niece, who had opposed him since the moment of their very first meeting.

One moment he’d been staring into the eyes of a disturbing, confusing and breathtaking young woman standing at his front door, challenging him as if he were some impoverished street urchins instead of a peer.  But now, she was an angel who’d descended from heaven and saved him a fate worse than death—that of disappointing his niece. 

“Merry, if you don’t mind, Lady Pettypin has requested a meeting with me.  Go ask Mrs. Hardesty to prepare lunch for us and, if the lady will accept our invitation, we shall dine together.”

Although, judging by her very vocal opinions on the matter, it was clear that his charge didn’t believe his good intentions.  Merry gave him a dismissive nod and turned back to Ollie.  “I do hope you decide to stay.  I should like a nice, long visit.”

The lady smiled down at her.  “I would enjoy that as well.”

Merry hugged Lady Pettypin one more time and, after sending Sin a haughty expression, left them alone.

Sin turned to his guest.  “Please, join me in my study.”  He held out his hand and motioned toward the only room in the rambling house that was his sanctuary.  He knew one thing, no matter the reason for her seeking him out, the task he was about to request of her was a heavy one.  He needed to gain her favor and the sooner, the better.

As to his early reaction to Lady Pettypin, the aching need hadn’t completely dissipated, it was still there, a constant urge, nibbling at him, spurring him to act upon his need.  In truth, had she shown him any attentions at all, he would likely throw himself at her feet and beg for her attentions.  Thankfully, he realized almost immediately she was not that sort of woman who to indulge in such gratuitous behavior.  That was also to his good fortune, since he’d likely loose self-control where she was concerned.

The woman nodded and allowed him to guide her into his study.  A moment later she was seated across him at his polished mahogany desk.  Sin glanced around the room.  Realizing that the masculine atmosphere of the deep azure walls, thick auburn draperies and sparse furnishings might not be suitable for a lady’s senses, he regretted entertaining her here rather than the parlor.  Still, too late to do anything else, he cleared his throat and nodded toward her.  

Wearing a frown, arms crossed in front of her, Lady Pettypin did not look at all happy—whether it was the surroundings she objected to, or perhaps he himself, Sin didn’t know.

“Forgive me, Lady Pettypin.  Perhaps the study is upsetting to you. I don’t often keep company with women. Perhaps we should move to the parlor, instead.”

A woman of substance, he thought when she met his gaze with her own open, clear-eyed expression.  

“Why would your study make me uncomfortable?  Because a lady has not the constitution for serious pursuits?”  She shook her head.  “Worry not, sir.  I assure you, what I have for you is a business proposition.  You’ve no need to concern yourself with my ‘feminine sensibilities.’”

“I see.”  Letting out a breath, he considered what to say next.  “As it happens, I have somewhat of a, um, business matter for you to consider as well.”

“Really?” She wore a puzzled expression.  “What have you got in mind?”

He was really in the soup now.

“Forgive my impoliteness.  I shouldn’t have spoken before you.  Please, continue and then when you’ve finished, I shall explain my thoughts.”

For a moment she paused, clearly considering what to say next.

Sin didn’t mind the delay.  He could have sat with her the rest of the day, just enjoying the vision of her and the imaginings that her beauty brought forth.  

Of medium height, she was slender, with wide, chestnut eyes, and hair the color of burnt sienna.  It was easy to see how his niece had felt instantly comfortable in her presence.  Her attire, while attractive, was not overdressed, or covered in layers of frill and feathers, as was the fashion.  She wore a sensible hat pinned neatly in place, and like the rest of her dress, it was not overly decorative was clearly made of good materials.  

Despite her lack of frivolity, he found her far more intriguing than any other woman he’d met.  From the instant she appeared at his door, aside from the strong physical attraction that had overwhelmed him, he’d become entranced by this young woman who, chaperone in tow, was willing to charge into his fortress and face down anyone who’d stood her way.

And then, when she’d championed Merry, it was clear that Lady Pettypin was just the person to help him convince his niece that her father’s plans for her were the best for all concerned.

“I’m afraid my manners are somewhat lacking when it comes to entertaining.  Do you find the beverage adequate, or perhaps you’d prefer something stronger?”

“No thank you but do go ahead and quench your thirst.”

He reached across the desk for the brandy decanter and poured himself half a glass.  “Now, let’s get back to the reason for your visit.  You should know first thing that I have no funds to invest in anything.  So, if that’s why you’ve come...”

“I’m not here to solicit money from you.  If you’ll forgive my forwardness, as I’ve said, I have a proposal for you.”

“Then, please, proceed,” he said, leaning back in his chair.  

Whatever it was she was about to tell him, it really didn’t matter.  He would agree to it because he needed her help.  At least that’s what he told himself.   Certainly, it wasn’t because he found her so alluring, so fascinating, so desirable that he would throw himself at her feet with only the snap of her fingers. 

No, not that.  

Never that.  
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OLLIE wasn’t sure what rattled her more—the rough, unkept, frighteningly, attractive man who’d met her at the door, or the well-dressed, well-mannered fellow who now sat before her.  

Never had she met a man who’d caused all sorts of wanton feelings to overtake her. Whether he was dressed as a beggar or a peer, she suddenly realized that even being in the same room with him set her mind and body on the edge of a precipice.  Even worse, the longer she was alone with him, she was sure she would fall, plummeting to heaven only knew where.  No, she told herself.  She must be hasty in concluding her business, and after the promised meal with his niece, she’d be on her way for sure.

Ollie briefly closed her eyes, gathering her courage and remembering what had brought her to this moment.

“Well,” the earl asked, after swallowing his entire drink—an action that she found endlessly fascinating.  

“What is it?”

“Um, nothing...” Ollie’s mouth went as dry.  “I’ve come upon a situation where I’ve need of a man of a particular talent.”

“And what talent would that be?”

“I’ve need of a gentleman who could assume the identity of another.”  Though her throat tightened so much that she could barely breathe, she continued.  “That is, of a fictional person.”

He paused, halfway to pouring another glass. “That is a rather intriguing proposal, madam.  Might I ask how that would come about?”

“Well, as I hear it, you are rather good at avoiding social gatherings.  That you’re a bit of a mystery among the peerage.”

He tilted his head to the left and narrowed his eyes at her.  “I’m intrigued, but don’t tarry too long, lest you lose my interest.”

Infuriating man, she thought.  If she didn’t need his so badly, she’d walk out that instant.  Except that she did, and she couldn’t.  While that thought should have upset her more, there was a distinct feeling within her that wasn’t all that upset about staying with the earl.  What a confusion it all was!

“What I’m trying to say is that I need you to assume the identity of my nom de plume for a month at the most.  You see, sir, I’m a scholar and I have published several articles, keeping my own name a secret.”

“That’s an unusual request.  Why would you want to hide your identity?”

Shame and embarrassment rose within her.  Ollie was hoping that she’d not have to explain too much.      

“Because, sir, I am a woman.  Women tend not to be accepted as reputable in my chosen subject of research.  For the last five years I, or rather my male counterpart, have been researching and publishing papers regarding Egyptian system of writing.  My beliefs are quite controversial and there is much discussion as to whether the drawings are more than just pictures, whether they constitute and actual language.  As my membership is tenuous, I fear that once they learn I’m a woman, they will not only discredit me, but they will disregard all that I’ve accomplished.”

“Not to mention public humiliation...” he added.

“There is that.”

Ollie felt his hesitation, sure that he was about to turn her out.  Although she wasn’t one to ever imbibe anything stronger than claret, she suddenly regretted that she’d not partaken of the brandy when he’d offered it.

“I see.”  He leaned forward and she could feel his eyes upon her skin, his expression that of one who was studying a madwoman.

“I hope you do, sir.  My work is more than a passing fancy.  I’m very serious.”

“And, for my troubles?”

Taking a deep breath, she reached into her pelisse and pulled out the promissory note.  “I think you’ll find this a substantial encouragement.”

The earl took a few moments before reaching across the desk.  It was clear from his tight expression that he was suspicious of her intent.  The longer she sat there, the deeper chasm of silence grew between them, and Ollie suddenly wished she’d never set out on this fool’s mission.

When at last, he turned his gaze toward her, Ollie had the opportunity to stare into his eyes and thought perhaps she was looking into his soul.  She sensed his troubled spirit and yet could not quite define what it was that made her think it so.  Was it the fine sheen of moisture that had broken out on his brow, or the way his mouth tightened into a thin line.  Perhaps it was just the way he sat, back straight and shoulders squared, looking as though holding onto the parchment, he might catch fire at any second.

At the last second, he cautiously laid the note on the desk between them.  “I’m sure it will be sufficient however I think you are mistaken about me.  I don’t believe I’m the sort who would carry off such a deception.”

Ollie’s mouth went dry.  “But sir, you are my last hope.  It’s a deception, yes.  I’ve never denied that.  However, it’s for good reason.  If I’m discovered, I won’t be able to continue my work.”

“I understand your troubles, and I do sympathize, however, if your scheme were to fail, then undue attention would be placed upon me.  I’ve no intention of becoming the target of the wicked sharp tongues of the ton’s notorious
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