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            Chapter One

         
         
            September 1837

            Mayfair

         

         In twenty-eight years and three hundred and sixty-four days, Lady Henrietta Sedley liked to think that she’d learned a few
            things.
         

         
         She’d learned, for example, that if a lady could not get away with wearing trousers (an unfortunate reality for the daughter
            of an earl, even one who had begun life without title or fortune), then she should absolutely ensure that her skirts included
            pockets. A woman never knew when she might require a bit of rope, or a knife to cut it.
         

         
         She’d also learned that any decent escape from her Mayfair home required the cover of darkness and a carriage driven by an
            ally. Coachmen tended to talk a fine game when it came to keeping secrets, but they were ultimately beholden to those who
            paid their salaries. An important addendum to that particular lesson was this: The best of allies was often the best of friends.
         

         
         And perhaps first on the list of things she had learned in her lifetime was how to tie a Carrick bend knot. She’d been able
            to do that for as long as she could remember.
         

         
         With such an obscure and uncommon collection of knowledge, one might imagine that Henrietta Sedley would have known precisely
            what to do in the likelihood she discovered a human male bound and unconscious in her carriage.
         

         
         One would be incorrect.

         
         In point of fact, Henrietta Sedley would never have described such a scenario as a likelihood. True, she might have been more
            comfortable on London’s docks than in its ballrooms, but Hattie’s impressive collection of life experience lacked anything
            close to a criminal element.
         

         
         And yet, here she was, pockets full, dearest friend at her side, standing in the pitch dark on the night before her twenty-ninth
            birthday, about to steal away from Mayfair for an evening of best-laid plans, and . . .
         

         
         Lady Eleanora Madewell whistled, low and unladylike, at Hattie’s ear. Daughter of a duke and the Irish actress he loved so
            well that he’d made her a duchess, Nora had the kind of brashness that was allowed in those with impervious titles and scads
            of money. “There’s a bloke in the gig, Hattie.”
         

         
         Hattie did not look away from the bloke in question. “Yes, I see that.”

         
         “There wasn’t a bloke in the gig when we hitched the horses.”

         
         “No, there wasn’t.” They’d left the hitched—and most definitely empty—carriage in the dark rear drive of Sedley House not
            three quarters of an hour earlier, before hiking upstairs to exchange carriage-hitching dresses for attire more appropriate
            for their evening plans.
         

         
         At some point between corset and kohl, someone had left her an extraordinarily unwelcome package.

         
         “Seems we would’ve noticed a bloke in the gig,” Nora said.

         
         “I should think we would have,” came Hattie’s distracted reply. “This is really just awful timing.”

         
         Nora cut her a look. “Is there a good time to find a man bound and unconscious in one’s carriage?”
         

         
         Hattie imagined there wasn’t, but, “He could have selected a different evening. This is a terrible birthday gift.” She squinted
            into the dark interior of the carriage. “Do you think he’s dead?”
         

         
         Please, don’t let him be dead.

         
         Silence. Then, a thoughtful, “Does one store dead men in carriages?” Nora reached forward, her coachman’s coat pulling tight
            over her shoulders, and poked the possibly dead man in question. He did not move. “He’s not moving,” she added with an unhelpful
            shrug. “Could be dead.”
         

         
         Hattie sighed, removing a glove and leaning into the carriage to place two fingers to the man’s neck. “I’m sure he’s not dead.”

         
         “What are you doing?” Nora whispered urgently. “If he’s not, you’ll wake him!”

         
         “That wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world,” Hattie pointed out. “Then we could ask him to kindly exit our conveyance
            and we could be on our way.”
         

         
         “Oh, yes. This brute seems like precisely the kind of man who would immediately do just that and not immediately take his
            revenge. He’d no doubt doff his cap and wish us a fine good evening.”
         

         
         “He’s not wearing a cap,” Hattie said, unable to refute any of the rest of the assessment of the mysterious, likely dead man.
            He was very broad, and very solid, and even in the darkness she could tell that this wasn’t a man with whom one took a turn
            about a ballroom.
         

         
         This was the kind of man who ransacked a ballroom.

         
         “What do you feel?” Nora pressed.

         
         “No pulse.” Though she wasn’t exactly sure where one would find a pulse. “But he’s—”

         
         Warm.

         
         Dead men were not warm, and this man was very warm. Like a fire in winter. The kind of warm that made someone realize how
            cold she might be.
         

         
         Ignoring the silly thought, Hattie moved her fingers down the column of his neck, to the place where it disappeared beneath
            the collar of his shirt, where the ridge of his shoulder and the slope of . . . the rest of him . . . met in a fascinating
            indentation.
         

         
         “Anything now?”

         
         “Quiet.” Hattie held her breath. Nothing. She shook her head.

         
         “Christ.” It wasn’t a prayer.

         
         Hattie couldn’t have agreed more. But then . . .

         
         There. A small flutter. She pressed a touch more firmly. The flutter became steady. Slow. Even. “I feel it,” she said. “He’s alive.”
            She repeated herself. “He’s alive.” She exhaled, long and relieved. “He’s not dead.”
         

         
         “Excellent. But it doesn’t change the fact that he’s unconscious in the carriage, and you have somewhere to be.” Nora paused.
            “We should leave him and take the curricle.”
         

         
         Hattie had been planning for this particular excursion on this particular night for a full three months. This was the night
            that would begin her twenty-ninth year. The year her life would become her own. The year she would become her own. And she had a very specific plan for a very specific location at a very specific hour, for which she
            had donned a very specific frock. And yet, as she stared at the man in her carriage, specifics seemed not at all important.
         

         
         What seemed important was seeing his face.

         
         Clinging to the handle at the edge of the door, Hattie collected the lantern from the upper rear corner of the carriage before
            swinging back out to face Nora, whose gaze flickered immediately to the unlit container.
         

         
         Nora tilted her head. “Hattie. Leave him. We’ll take the curricle.”

         
         “Just a peek,” Hattie replied.

         
         The tilt became a slow shake. “If you peek, you’ll regret it.”

         
         “I have to peek,” Hattie insisted, casting about for a decent reason—ignoring the odd fact that she was unable to tell her
            friend the truth. “I have to untie him.”
         

         
         “Not necessarily,” Nora pointed out. “Someone thought he was best left tied up, and who are we to disagree?” Hattie was already
            reaching into the pocket of the carriage door for a flint. “What of your plans?”
         

         
         There was plenty of time for her plans. “Just a peek,” she repeated, the oil in the lantern catching fire. She closed the
            door and turned to face the carriage, lifting the light high, casting a lovely golden glow over—
         

         
         “Oh, my.”

         
         Nora choked back a laugh. “Not such a bad gift after all, it seems.”

         
         The man had the most beautiful face Hattie had ever seen. The most beautiful face anyone had ever seen. She leaned closer, taking in his warm, bronze skin, the high cheekbones, the long, straight nose, the dark
            slashes of his brows, and the impossibly long lashes that lay like sin against his cheeks.
         

         
         “What kind of man . . .” She trailed off. Shook her head.

         
         What kind of man looked like this?

         
         What kind of man looked like this and somehow landed in the carriage of Hattie Sedley—a woman who was very unused to being
            in the vicinity of men who looked like this.
         

         
         “You’re embarrassing yourself,” Nora said. “You’re staring and your jaw has gone fully slack.”

         
         Hattie closed her mouth, but did not stop staring.

         
         “Hattie. We have to go.” A pause. Then, “Unless you’ve changed your mind?”

         
         The casual question brought Hattie back to the moment. To her plan. She shook her head. Lowered the lantern. “I haven’t.”

         
         Nora sighed and placed her hands on her hips, staring past Hattie into the carriage. “You get his bottom, and I’ll take his
            top, then?” She looked to a shadowed alcove behind her. “He can resume consciousness there.”
         

         
         Hattie’s heart pounded. “We can’t leave him here.”

         
         “We can’t?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Nora slid her a look. “Hattie. We can’t take him with us just because he looks like a Roman statue.”

         
         Hattie blushed in the darkness. “I hadn’t noticed.”

         
         “You lost the power of speech.”

         
         She cleared her throat. “We can’t take him because Augie left him here.”
         

         
         Nora’s lips flattened into a perfect, straight line. “You don’t know that.”

         
         “I know,” Hattie said, holding the lantern near the rope at the man’s wrists, and sweeping it down to the place where he was
            bound at the ankles, “because August Sedley can’t tie a Carrick bend worth a damn, and I fear that if we leave this man here,
            he’ll find his way loose and head straight for my useless brother.”
         

         
         That, and if the stranger didn’t find his way loose, who knew what Augie would do to him. Her brother was as cabbageheaded
            as he was reckless—a combination that routinely required Hattie’s intervention. Which, incidentally, was a significant reason
            for her decision to claim her twenty-ninth year as her own. And still, here her infernal brother was, ruining everything.
         

         
         Unaware of Hattie’s thoughts, Nora said, “Recently unconscious or no . . . this doesn’t look like a man who loses in a fight.”

         
         The understatement was not lost on Hattie. She sighed, reaching in and hanging the now glowing lantern on its peg, taking
            the opportunity to cast a long, lingering look at the man in her carriage.
         

         
         Hattie Sedley had learned something else in her twenty-eight years, three hundred and sixty-four days: If a woman had a problem,
            it was best she solve it herself.
         

         
         She pulled herself up into the carriage, stepping carefully over the man on the floor before looking back at wide-eyed Nora
            on the drive below. “Come on, then. We’ll drop him on our way.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The last thing he remembered was the blow to the head.

         
         He’d been expecting the ambush. It was why he’d been driving the rig, six fine horses pulling a massive steel conveyance laden
            with liquor and playing cards and tobacco, destined for Mayfair. He’d just crossed Oxford Street when he’d heard the gunshot,
            followed by a pained cry from one of his outriders.
         

         
         He’d stopped to check on his men. To protect them.

         
         To punish those who threatened them.

         
         There’d been a body on the ground. Blood on the street beneath it. He had just sent the second outrider for help when he heard
            the footsteps at his back. He’d turned, knife in hand. Thrown it. Heard the shout in the darkness as it found its seat.
         

         
         Then the blow to the head.

         
         And then . . . nothing.

         
         Not until an insistent tapping against his cheek returned him to consciousness, too soft for pain, still firm enough to be
            irritating.
         

         
         He didn’t open his eyes, years of training allowing him to feign sleep as he gathered his bearings. His feet were bound. Hands,
            too, behind his back. The bindings stretched the muscles of his chest tight enough for him to take note of what was missing—his
            knives, eight steel blades, set in onyx. Stolen along with the brace that strapped them to his chest. He resisted the urge
            to stiffen. To rage.
         

         
         But Saviour Whittington, known in London’s darkest streets as Beast, did not rage; he punished. Quick and devastating and
            without emotion.
         

         
         And if they’d taken the life of one of his men—of someone under his protection—they would never know peace.

         
         But first, freedom.

         
         He was on the floor of a moving carriage. A well-appointed one, if the soft cushion at his cheek was any indication, and in
            a decent neighborhood for the smooth rhythm of the cobblestones beneath the wheels.
         

         
         What was the time?

         
         He considered his next move—envisioning how he would incapacitate his captor despite his bindings. He imagined breaking a
            nose with the flat weapon of his forehead. Using his bound legs to knock the man out.
         

         
         The tapping at his cheek began again. Then a whispered, “Sir.”

         
         Whit’s eyes flew open.

         
         His captor wasn’t a man.

         
         The wash of golden light in the carriage played tricks with him—seeming to come somehow not from the lantern swaying gently
            in the corner, but from the woman.
         

         
         Seated on the bench above him, she looked nothing like the kind of enemy who would knock a man out and tie him up in a carriage.
            Indeed, she looked like she was on her way to a ball. Perfectly done, perfectly coiffed, perfectly colored—her skin smooth,
            her eyes kohled, her lips full and stained just enough to make a man pay attention. And that was before he got a look at the
            dress—blue the color of a summer sky, perfectly fitted to her full figure.
         

         
         Not that he should be noticing anything about that, considering she had him tied up in a carriage. He shouldn’t be noticing
            the curves of her, soft and welcoming at her waist, at the line of her bodice. He shouldn’t be noticing the gleam of the smooth,
            golden skin at her rounded shoulder in the lantern light. He shouldn’t be noticing the pretty softness of her face, or the
            fullness of her lips, stained red with paint.
         

         
         She wasn’t for noticing.

         
         He narrowed his gaze on her, and her eyes—was it possible they were violet? What kind of a person had violet eyes?—went wide.
            “Well. If that look is any indication of your temperament, it’s no wonder you are tied up.” She tilted her head. “Who tied you up?”
         

         
         Whit did not reply. He did not believe she didn’t know the answer.

         
         “Why are you tied up?”
         

         
         Again, silence.

         
         Her lips flattened into a straight line and muttered something that sounded like “Useless.” And then, louder, firmer, “The point is, you’re very inconvenient, as I have need of this carriage tonight.”
         

         
         “Inconvenient.” He didn’t mean to reply, and the word surprised them both.

         
         She nodded. “Indeed. It’s the Year of Hattie.”

         
         “The what?”

         
         She waved a hand, as though to push the question away. As though it weren’t important. Except Whit imagined it was. She pressed
            on. “It is my birthday. I have plans for myself. Plans that don’t include . . . whatever this is.” Silence stretched between
            them, then, “Most people would wish me a happy birthday at this juncture.”
         

         
         Whit did not rise to the bait.

         
         Her brows rose. “And here I was, ready to help you.”

         
         “I don’t need your help.”

         
         “You’re quite rude, you know.”

         
         He resisted the unwelcome instinct to gape. “I’ve been knocked out and tied up in a strange carriage.”

         
         “Yes, but you must admit the company is diverting, no?” She smiled, the dimple flashing in her right cheek impossible to ignore.

         
         When he did not reply, she said, “Fine then. But it strikes me that you’re in a bind, sir.” She paused, then added, “You see
            how diverting I can be? In a bind?”
         

         
         He worked at the ropes at his wrists. Tight, but already giving. Escapable. “I see how reckless you can be.”

         
         “Some find me charming.”

         
         “I do not find things charming,” he replied, continuing to manipulate the ropes, wondering what possessed him to spar with
            this chatterbox.
         

         
         “That’s a pity.” It sounded like she meant it, but before he could think of what to say, she added, “No matter. Even if you
            won’t admit it, you do need help and, as you are bound and I am your travel companion, I’m afraid you are stuck with me.”
            She crouched by his feet, as though it were all perfectly ordinary, untying the ropes with a soft, deft touch. “You’re lucky
            I am quite good with knots.”
         

         
         He grunted his approval, stretching his legs in the confined space when she set him free. “And that you have other plans for
            your birthday.”
         

         
         She hesitated, her cheeks pinkening at the words. “Yes.”

         
         Whit would never understand what made him press further. “What plans?”

         
         Her ridiculous eyes, an impossible color and too big for her face, shuttered. “Plans that for once don’t involve cleaning
            up whatever mess you are.”
         

         
         “Next time I am clubbed unconscious, I shall endeavor to do it where I shan’t be in your way, my lady.”

         
         She grinned, that dimple flashing like a private jest. “See that you do.” Before he could reply, she said, “Though I suppose
            it won’t be an issue in the future. We clearly don’t run in the same circles.”
         

         
         “We run in them tonight.”

         
         Her grin became a slow, easy smile, and Whit couldn’t help but linger on it. The carriage began to slow, and she peeked out
            the curtain. “We’re nearly there,” she said quietly. “It’s time for you to go, sir. I’m sure you’ll agree that neither of
            us will have any interest in you being discovered.”
         

         
         “My hands,” he said, even as the ropes slackened further.

         
         She shook her head. “I can’t risk you taking revenge.”

         
         He met her gaze without hesitation. “My revenge is not a risk. It’s a certainty.”

         
         “I’ve no doubt of that. But I can’t risk you taking it through me. Not tonight.” She reached past him for the door handle,
            speaking at his ear, above the rattle of wheels and horses from the street beyond. “As I’ve said . . .”
         

         
         “You have plans,” he finished for her, turning toward her, unable to resist her scent, like an almond teacake, sweet temptation.

         
         She met his eyes. “Yes.”

         
         “Tell me the plan, and I’ll let you go.” He’d find her.

         
         That smile again. “You’re very arrogant, sir. Must I remind you that I’m the one letting you go?”

         
         “Tell me.” The command was rough.

         
         He saw the change in her. Watched hesitation turn to curiosity. To bravery. And then, like a gift, she whispered, “Perhaps
            I should show you, instead.”
         

         
         Christ, yes.
         

         
         She kissed him, pressing her lips to his, soft and sweet and inexperienced and tasting like wine, tempting as hell. He worked
            double time to free his hands. To show this strange, curious woman just how willing he was to see her plans through.
         

         
         She freed him first. There was a tug at his wrists, and the ropes loosened a heartbeat before she lifted her lips from his.
            He opened his eyes, saw the gleam of a small pocketknife in her hand. She’d changed her mind. Cut him loose.
         

         
         To capture her. To resume the kiss.

         
         As she’d warned, however, the lady had other plans.

         
         Before he could touch her, the carriage slowed to take a corner, and she opened the door at his back. “Good-bye.”

         
         Instinct had Whit turning as he fell, tucking his chin, protecting his head, and propelling himself into a roll, even as a
            single thought thundered through him.
         

         
         She’s getting away.

         
         He came to a stop against the wall of a nearby tavern, scattering the collection of men outside.

         
         “Oy!” one called out, coming for him. “All right, bruv?”

         
         Whit came to his feet, shaking out his arms, rolling his shoulders back, shifting his weight back and forth to test muscle
            and bone—ensuring all was in working order before extracting two watches from his pocket and checking their clockwork. Half-nine.

         
         “Cor! I ain’t never seen anyone right ’imself from such a thing so fast,” the man said, reaching out to clap Whit on the shoulder.
            The hand stilled before it settled, however, as eyes set on Whit’s face, immediately widening in recognition. Warmth turned
            to fear as the man took a step back. “Beast.”
         

         
         Whit lifted his chin in acknowledgment of the name, even as awareness threaded through him. If this man knew him—knew his
            name—
         

         
         He turned, his gaze narrowing on the curve in the dark cobblestone street where the carriage had disappeared, along with its
            passenger, deep into the maze of tangled streets that marked Covent Garden.
         

         
         Satisfaction thrummed through him.

         
         She wasn’t getting away after all.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “You pushed him out?” Nora’s shock was clear as she peeked inside the empty carriage after Hattie had descended. “I thought we didn’t wish for his death?”
         

         
         Hattie ran her fingers over the silk of the mask she’d donned before exiting the carriage. “He’s not dead.”

         
         She’d hung out the door of the carriage long enough to make sure of it—long enough to marvel at the way he’d launched himself
            into a roll before springing to his feet, as though he were frequently dispatched from carriages.
         

         
         She supposed that, since she’d discovered him bound in her carriage that very evening, he might well be tossed from conveyances
            regularly. She’d watched him nonetheless, holding her breath until he’d come to his feet, unharmed.
         

         
         “He woke, then?” Nora asked.

         
         Hattie nodded, her fingers coming to her lips, the feel of his firm, smooth kiss a lingering echo there, along with the taste
            of something . . . lemon?
         

         
         “And?”

         
         She looked to her friend. “And what?”

         
         Nora rolled her eyes. “Who is he?”

         
         “He didn’t say.”

         
         A pause. “No, I don’t suppose he would.”

         
         No. Not that I wouldn’t give a great deal to know.

         
         “You should ask Augie.” Hattie’s gaze shot to her friend. Had she spoken aloud? Nora grinned. “Do you forget that I know your
            mind as well as my own?”
         

         
         Nora and Hattie had been friends for a lifetime—more than one, Nora’s mother used to say, watching the two of them play beneath
            the table in her back garden, telling secrets. Elisabeth Madewell, Duchess of Holymoor, and Hattie’s mother had existed together
            on the outskirts of the aristocracy. Neither had received a warm welcome, fate having intervened to make an Irish actress
            and a shop girl from Bristol into a duchess and countess, respectively. They’d been destined to be friends long before Hattie’s
            father had received his life peerage, two inseparable souls who did everything together, including birth daughters—Nora and
            Hattie, born within weeks of each other, raised as close as sisters, never given a chance not to love one another as such.
         

         
         “I’ll say two things,” Nora added.

         
         “Only two?”

         
         “All right. Two for now. I shall reserve the right to say more,” Nora amended. “First, you’d better hope you are right and we didn’t accidentally
            murder the man.”
         

         
         “We didn’t,” Hattie said.

         
         “And second . . .” Nora continued without pause. “The next time I suggest we leave the unconscious man in the carriage and take my curricle,
            we take the damn curricle.”
         

         
         “If we’d taken the curricle, we might have died,” Hattie scoffed. “You drive that thing far too quickly.”
         

         
         “I’m in complete control the whole time.”

         
         When their mothers had died within months of each other—sisters even in that—Nora had come searching for comfort she could
            not find with her father and older brother, men too aristocratic to allow themselves the luxury of grief. But the Sedleys,
            born common and now the kind of aristocrats who weren’t considered at all aristocratic, had no such trouble. They’d made space
            for Nora in their home and at their table, and it wasn’t long before she was spending more nights at Sedley House than at
            her own, something her father and brother seemed not to notice—just as they’d seemed not to notice when she’d begun spending
            her pin money on carriages and curricles to rival those driven by society’s most ostentatious dandies.
         

         
         A woman in charge of her own conveyance was a woman in charge of her own destiny, Nora liked to say.

         
         Hattie wasn’t entirely certain of that, but she did not deny that it paid to have a friend with a particular skill at driving,
            especially on nights when one did not wish coachmen to talk—which any coachman would do if he’d deposited two unmarried aristocratic
            daughters outside 72 Shelton Street. It was no matter that 72 Shelton Street did not, at first glance, appear to be a bordello.
         

         
         Was it still called a bordello if it was for women?

         
         Hattie supposed that did not matter, either, but the beautifully appointed building looked nothing like what she imagined
            its male-serving counterparts looked like. Indeed, it looked warm and welcoming, shining like a beacon, windows full of golden
            light, planters exploding with autumnal colors hanging on either side of the door and above, in boxes at every sill.
         

         
         It did not escape Hattie’s notice that the windows were covered, however, which did seem reasonable, as the goings-on within
            were surely of a private nature.
         

         
         She lifted a hand and checked the seat of her mask once more. “If we’d taken the curricle, we would have been seen.”

         
         “I suppose you’re right.” Nora shrugged one shoulder and flashed Hattie a grin. “Well then, out of the carriage with him.”

         
         Hattie chuckled. “I shouldn’t have done it.”

         
         “We aren’t going back to apologize,” Nora said, waving a hand at the door. “And so? Are you going in?”

         
         Hattie took a deep breath. This was it. She turned to her friend. “Is this mad?”

         
         “Absolutely,” Nora replied.

         
         “Nora!”

         
         “It’s mad in the best possible way. You have plans, Hattie. And this is how you get to them. Once this is done, there’s no
            going back. And frankly, you deserve it.”
         

         
         Doubt whispered, barely there and heard nonetheless. “You have plans, too, but you haven’t done anything like this.”

         
         A pause, and Nora shrugged. “I haven’t had to.” The universe had gifted Nora with wealth and privilege, and a family that
            didn’t seem to mind if she used both to take life by the horns.
         

         
         Hattie had not been so lucky. She wasn’t the kind of woman who was expected to take life by the horns. But after tonight,
            she intended to show the world just how well she intended to do just that.
         

         
         But first, she was required to do away with the one thing that held her back.

         
         And so, she was here.

         
         She turned to Nora. “You’re certain this is—”

         
         An approaching carriage interrupted, the clattering horses and rattling wheels thundering in her ears as it pulled to a stop.
            A trio of laughing women descended in beautiful silk gowns that gleamed like jewels and harlequin masks nearly identical to
            Hattie’s. Long-necked and narrow-waisted, with wide smiles, it was easy to tell these women were beautiful.
         

         
         Hattie was not beautiful.

         
         She took a step back, pressing up against the side of the carriage.

         
         “Well, now I’m certain this is the place,” Nora said dryly.
         

         
         Hattie looked to her friend. “But why would they—”
         

         
         “Why would you?”

         
         “But they could have—” Anyone they liked.

         
         Nora slid her a look, a dark brow arching. “You could, too.”

         
         It wasn’t true, of course. Men did not clamor after Hattie. Oh, they liked her fine. After all, she liked ships and horses
            and had a head for business, and she was clever enough to amuse during a dinner or a ball. But when a woman looked as she
            did and talked as she did, men were far more likely to clap her on the shoulder than they were to clutch her to them in passionate
            embrace. Good old Hattie, even when she’d been in her first season out and not old at all.
         

         
         She didn’t say all that, though, and Nora filled the silence. “Perhaps they, too, are looking for something . . . untethered.”
            They watched the women rap on the door of 72 Shelton Street, a small window opening and closing before the door itself followed
            suit, and they had disappeared within, leaving the street silent once more. “Perhaps they, too, are looking to captain their
            own fates.”
         

         
         A nightingale cooed above them, answered almost immediately by another, at a distance.

         
         The Year of Hattie.

         
         She nodded. “All right, then.”

         
         Her friend grinned. “All right, then.”

         
         “You are certain you don’t wish to come in?”

         
         “And do what?” Nora asked with a laugh. “There is nothing within for me. I thought I’d take a drive—see if I can beat my time
            round Hyde Park.”
         

         
         “Two hours?”

         
         “I shall be here.” Nora tipped her coachman’s cap and flashed Hattie a grin. “Enjoy yourself, milady.”

         
         That had been Hattie’s plan all along, hadn’t it? To enjoy herself on this, the first night of the rest of her life, when
            she closed the door on the past and took her future well in hand. With a nod to her friend, she approached the building, her
            eyes fixed on its great steel door and the tiny slot within that opened the moment she knocked, revealing a pair of darkly
            kohled, assessing eyes. “Password?”
         

         
         “Regina.”

         
         The window closed. The door opened. And Hattie stepped inside.

         
         It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dark interior of the building, a jarring enough change from the brightly lit
            exterior that she instinctively reached for her mask. “If you remove it, you cannot stay,” came a warning from the woman who’d
            opened the door, tall and lithe and beautiful, with dark hair and darker eyes and the palest skin Hattie had ever seen.
         

         
         She lowered her hand from the protection. “I am—”

         
         The woman smiled. “We know who you are, my lady. There is no need for names. Your anonymity is a priority.”

         
         It occurred to Hattie that it might be the first time anyone had ever told her that she was a priority in any way. And she
            rather liked it. “Oh,” she replied, for lack of anything else to say. “How kind.”
         

         
         The lady turned away, pushing through a thick curtain and into the main receiving room, the three women Hattie had seen outside
            pausing their chatter to study her. Hattie began to move to a nearby empty settee, but her escort stayed her, pushing through
            another door. “This way, my lady.”
         

         
         She followed. “But they arrived before me.”

         
         Another small smile on the beauty’s full lips. “They do not have an appointment.”

         
         The idea that one might turn up at a place like this unannounced ran wild through Hattie. After all, such a thing would mean
            that one frequented the location—what would it be like to be the kind of woman who not only had access to such a place, but regularly took advantage
            of it? It would mean she had enjoyed it.
         

         
         Excitement thrummed through her as they entered the next room, this one large and oval, richly decorated in deep red silks
            and gold brocade, lush blue velvets and silver platters laden with chocolates and petits fours.
         

         
         Hattie’s stomach growled. She hadn’t eaten earlier in the day, as she’d been too nervous.

         
         Her beautiful escort turned to face her. “Would you care for refreshments?”

         
         “No. I’d like to get this done.” Her eyes went wide. “That is—I mean to say—”

         
         The woman smiled. “I understand. Follow me.”

         
         She did, through the labyrinthine corridors of the building, which from the outside seemed deceptively small for the expansive
            space within. They climbed a wide staircase, and Hattie could not resist running her fingers along the wall coverings of deep
            sapphire silk embossed with silver-threaded vines. The whole place dripped with luxury, and she should not have been surprised
            by it—she’d paid a fortune for the privilege of an appointment, after all.
         

         
         At the time, she’d thought she was paying for secrecy, not extravagance. It seemed she was paying for both.

         
         She looked to her chaperone as they reached the top of the staircase and turned down a well-lit corridor, lined with closed
            doors. “Are you Dahlia?”
         

         
         72 Shelton Street was owned by a mysterious woman, known to the ladies of the aristocracy only as Dahlia. It was Dahlia with
            whom Hattie had corresponded in the lead-up to the evening. Dahlia who had asked her a handful of questions about desires
            and preferences—questions that Hattie had barely been able to answer for her flaming cheeks. After all, women like Hattie
            were rarely given the opportunity to explore desire or to have preference.
         

         
         She had preference now.

         
         The thought arrived illustrated—the man in the carriage, handsome in slumber and then . . . awake, undeniably beautiful. Those
            amber eyes that assessed and valued, that seemed to see straight to the core of her. The ripple of his muscles as he fought
            the bindings. And his kiss . . .
         

         
         She’d kissed him.

         
         What had she been thinking?

         
         She hadn’t been.

         
         And still . . . she was grateful for the memory, for the echo of his sharp inhale when she’d pressed her lips to his, for
            the soft grunt that had followed, the sound pooling deep inside her, a punctuation as he gave himself to it. As he’d submitted
            to her desire. As he’d become her preference.
         

         
         Her cheeks went hot again. She cleared her throat and looked to her escort, whose full lips were curved in a secret smile.
            “I am Zeva, my lady. Dahlia is not in residence this evening, but not to worry. We have prepared for you in her absence,”
            the beauty continued. “We believe you will find everything to your liking.”
         

         
         Zeva opened a door, allowing Hattie to enter.

         
         Her heart began to pound as she looked about the room. She swallowed against the knot in her throat, refusing to allow nerves
            to show despite what had once been a wild idea now becoming a concrete eventuality.
         

         
         This was no ordinary room. It was a bedchamber.

         
         A beautifully appointed bedchamber, with silks and satins, and a velvet counterpane in a vibrant blue that shone against the
            elaborately carved posts of the room’s centerpiece—an ebony bed.
         

         
         The fact that beds traditionally were the centerpieces of bedchambers seemed suddenly, completely irrelevant, and Hattie was
            certain that she’d never in her life seen a bed. Which explained why she could not stop looking at it.
         

         
         It was impossible to ignore the amusement in Zeva’s voice when she said, “Is there a problem, my lady?”

         
         “No!” Hattie said, barely recognizing the squeak of the word, which came in a pitch reserved only for hounds. She cleared
            her throat, the bodice of her dress suddenly seeming entirely too tight. She put a hand to it. “No. No. Everything is perfect.
            This is all very expected. Entirely as planned.” She cleared her throat again, still riveted by the bed. “Thank you.”
         

         
         From behind her, Zeva spoke. “Would you perhaps like a moment of peace before Nelson joins you?”

         
         Nelson. Hattie turned to face the other woman at the name. “Nelson? Like the war hero?”
         

         
         “Just. One of our very best.”

         
         “And by best you mean . . .”

         
         Dark brows rose. “Aside from the qualities you requested, he is charming, knowledgeable, and exceedingly thorough.”
         

         
         Exceedingly thorough in bed, she meant.

         
         Hattie choked on the sand that seemed to fill her throat. “I see. Well. What more can one ask?”

         
         Zeva’s lips twitched. “Why not a few moments to acquaint yourself with the room—”

         
         With the bed, she meant.

         
         She waved at a pull on the wall. “—and ring the bell when you are ready?”

         
         Ready for bed, she meant.

         
         Hattie nodded. “Yes. That sounds ideal.”

         
         Zeva floated from the room, the quiet snick of the door the only evidence that she’d been there at all.
         

         
         Hattie let out a long breath and turned to face the empty room. Alone, she was able to take in the rest of it, the shimmering
            gold wallpaper, the beautifully tiled fireplace, and the large windows that would no doubt reveal the web of Covent Garden
            rooftops by day, but now, by night, were made mirrors in the darkness, reflecting the candlelight of the room, and Hattie
            at its center.
         

         
         Hattie. Ready to begin her life anew.

         
         She approached one large window, trying her best to ignore her reflection, considering instead the darkness surrounding her,
            limitless, like her plans. Her desires. The decision to stop waiting for her father to realize her potential, and instead
            to take what she wanted. To prove herself strong enough, clever enough, unfettered enough.
         

         
         And perhaps just a little bit reckless.

         
         But what was the path to success without a bit of recklessness?

         
         This recklessness would take her out of the running as a wife to any decent man, and make it impossible for her father to
            refuse her what she truly wanted.
         

         
         A business of her own. A life of her own. A future of her own.

         
         She took a deep breath and turned to face a table nearby, laden with enough to feed an army: tea sandwiches and canapés and
            petits fours. A bottle of champagne and two glasses stood sentry alongside the food. She shouldn’t be surprised—the survey
            of her preferences for the evening had been quite thorough, and she’d requested just such a spread, less because she cared
            for champagne and delicious food—though who didn’t?—and more because it felt like the sort of thing a woman with experience
            would provide upon such an occasion.
         

         
         And so, a table lay in wait of a pair, as though this place were a posting inn on the Great North Road, and the room set for
            newlyweds. Hattie smirked at the silly, romantic thought. But that was the commodity 72 Shelton Street sold, was it not? Romance,
            as preferred, purchased and packaged.
         

         
         Champagne and petits fours and a four-poster bed.

         
         Suddenly very ridiculous.
         

         
         She gave a little nervous laugh. There was no way she was eating canapés or petits fours. Not without immediately casting
            them up from her roiling stomach. But champagne—perhaps champagne was just the thing.
         

         
         She poured herself a glass and drank it down like lemon water, warmth spreading through her faster than she’d expected. Warmth
            and just enough courage to propel her across the room to pull the bell. To summon Nelson. Exceedingly-thorough-like-the-war-hero
            Nelson.
         

         
         She supposed there were worse names for the man who would rid her of her virginity.

         
         Hattie pulled the bell—silent in the room, but ringing in some faraway place in the mysterious building, where Hattie imagined
            a passel of handsome men waited to provide exceeding thoroughness, like horses at a racing start. She grinned at the wild
            image, at faceless Nelson—wearing a full uniform and an admiral’s hat for lack of more creative imagining—leaping to movement
            at the sound, running toward her, long legs taking stairs two, perhaps three at a time, huffing his breath in the race to
            get to her.
         

         
         How should she be arranged when he got here? Should she be at the window? Would he want to see her standing up? To assess
            the situation? She wasn’t wild about that thought.
         

         
         Which left a chair by the fireplace, or the bed.

         
         She highly doubted he’d wish to converse with her. Indeed, she was not certain that she was interested in being conversed
            with. This was a means to an end, after all.
         

         
         So. The bed it was.

         
         Should she lie down? That seemed rather forward, though, truthfully, she’d likely passed forward somewhere between seeking out 72 Shelton Street
            months ago and hitching the carriage that evening. She’d fully lost sight of forward while kissing a man in her carriage.
         

         
         And for a wild moment, it wasn’t a faceless admiral who raced toward her. It was a different kind of man entirely. Beautifully
            faced. With perfect features and amber eyes and dark brows and lips that were softer than she’d ever imagined lips could be.
         

         
         She cleared her throat and pushed the thought away, returning to the question at hand. Lying down felt wrong, as did sitting,
            ankles crossed, on this bed. Perhaps there was a middle ground? A seductive lean of some kind?
         

         
         Ugh. Hattie had never been seductive in her life.

         
         She perched on the most dimly lit corner of the bed and leaned back, wrapping an arm about the post to keep herself steady,
            pressing herself to it, willing herself to look like the kind of woman who did this sort of thing all the time. A seductress
            who knew her desires and her preferences. Someone who understood phrases like exceedingly thorough.
         

         
         And then the door was opening and her heart was pounding, and a great shadowed figure was entering, and he wasn’t wearing
            an admiral’s hat or a uniform. Or anything remotely dapper. He was wearing black. An immense amount of black.
         

         
         He was inside then, and the light cast his perfect face in a warm, golden glow.

         
         Her heart stopped and she straightened, overcompensating for her shifting position, nearly tossing herself straight off the
            bed.
         

         
         He moved with singular grace, as though he hadn’t been unconscious in her carriage an hour earlier. As though she hadn’t dispatched
            him from it. Her gaze traced over him, checking for scrapes and bruises, for aches and pains from his fall. Nothing.
         

         
         She swallowed, grateful for the low light. “You’re not Nelson.”

         
         He did not reply. The door closed behind him.

         
         And they were alone.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         She should have been a needle in a haystack.

         
         She should have disappeared.

         
         She should have been one of a thousand women, in a thousand carriages, scurrying like scorpions through the darker corners
            of London, unseen by the ordinary men of the world beyond.
         

         
         And she would have been just that, except Whit wasn’t an ordinary man. He was a Bareknuckle Bastard—a king of London’s shadows,
            with scores of spies posted in the darkness—and nothing happened on his turf without him knowing it. It was laughably easy
            for his wide-reaching network of lookouts to find the single black carriage headed into the night.
         

         
         They’d been following it before he took to the rooftops. They had its location as quickly as they’d had the information they’d
            known he’d want. The shipment he’d been driving was gone, the outriders who had been attacked were alive, and their attackers
            were disappeared. Unidentified.
         

         
         But not for long.

         
         The woman would lead him to the enemy—an enemy for whom the Bareknuckle Bastards had been searching for months.

         
         If Whit was correct, an enemy they had known for years.

         
         It didn’t hurt that his boys were always watching the entrances to the brothel. A brother protected a sister, after all—even
            when the sister in question was powerful enough to bring a city to its knees. Even when the sister was in hiding from the
            one thing that could strip her of that power.
         

         
         Whit had easily found his way into the building and past Zeva, pausing only long enough to discover the location of the woman
            she would not name. He’d known she wouldn’t. 72 Shelton only succeeded because of uncompromising discretion, and secrets were
            kept from everyone—Bareknuckle Bastards included.
         

         
         Because of that, he did not press Zeva. Instead, he pushed past her, ignoring the way her dark brows rose in silent surprise.
            Silent for the moment; Zeva was the best of lieutenants, and kept secrets from all but her employer. And when Grace—known
            to all London as Dahlia—returned to her rightful post as mistress of this place, she’d know what happened. And she wouldn’t
            hesitate to come asking about it.
         

         
         There was no relentless curiosity like that of a sister.

         
         But for now, there was no Grace to pester him. There was only the mysterious woman from the carriage, full of information,
            the final piece to the clockwork he’d been waiting to set in motion. The spring, waiting to be wound. She had the names of
            the men who had fired on his shipment. Fired on his boys. The names of the men who were thieving from the Bastards.
         

         
         The names of the men who were working with his estranged brother. His enemy. And here she was, in a building belonging to
            his sister, on the land that belonged to Whit himself.
         

         
         Waiting for a man to pleasure her.

         
         He ignored the thrum of excitement that coursed through him at the thought, and the thread of irritation that followed. She
            was business, not pleasure.
         

         
         It was time to get business done.

         
         He saw her the moment he entered, his eyes finding her perched on the edge of the bed, clutching a bedpost in the darkness.
            As he let the door close behind him, he was consumed by a singular thought: Sitting here, in one of the most extravagant brothels
            in the city—one designed for women of discerning taste and promising the utmost discretion—the woman could not have looked
            more out of place.
         

         
         She should have looked completely at home, considering she had poked him awake, carried on a full conversation with him as
            though it were entirely ordinary, and then pushed him from a moving carriage.
         

         
         After kissing him.

         
         The fact that she’d been headed here had seemed fully in keeping with the rest of her wild night.

         
         But something was off.

         
         It wasn’t the dress, luxurious silken skirts exploding from the darkness in wild, turquoise waves that suggested a modiste
            of superior skill. It wasn’t the matching slippers, toes peeking out from beneath the hem.
         

         
         It wasn’t the way the bodice glistened in the darkness, hugging the curve of her torso and showcasing the lovely swell above
            it—no, that bit was perfect for Shelton Street.
         

         
         It wasn’t even the shadow of her face—barely recognizable in the darkness, but just visible enough to reveal her mouth gaping
            in surprise. Another man might find that open mouth ridiculous, but Whit knew better. He knew how it tasted. How those full
            lips softened and yielded. And there was nothing remotely out of place about that.
         

         
         72 Shelton Street was more than welcoming of full bodies and full lips and women who knew how to use them.

         
         But this woman didn’t know how to use them. She was stiff as stone, clinging to the bedpost with one white-knuckled hand and
            to an empty champagne flute with the other, holding herself at an odd angle, looking altogether out of place.
         

         
         Even more so when she straightened impossibly further and said, “I beg your pardon, sir. I am waiting for someone.”

         
         “Mmm.” He leaned back against the door, crossing his arms over his chest, wishing she weren’t in shadow. “Nelson.”

         
         She nodded, the movement like jerking clockwork. “Quite. And as you are not him—”

         
         “How do you know that?”

         
         Silence. Whit resisted the urge to smile. He could nearly hear her panic. She was about to back down, which would put him
            in the position of power. She’d give up the information he wished in minutes, like a babe to sweets.
         

         
         Except, she said, “You do not match my list of qualifications.”

         
         What in hell? Qualifications?

         
         Somehow, miraculously, he avoided asking the question outright. The chatterbox provided additional information nonetheless.
            “I specifically requested someone less . . .”
         

         
         She trailed off, and Whit found himself willing to do nearly anything to have that sentence finished. When she waved a hand
            in his direction, he couldn’t stop himself. “Less . . . ?”
         

         
         She scowled. “Precisely. Less.”

         
         Something suspiciously like pride burst in his chest, and Whit pushed it away, letting silence fall.

         
         “You’re not less,” she said. “You’re more. You’re much. Which is why I tossed you from the carriage earlier—I apologize for that, by the way. I hope you were not too bruised in
            the tumble.”
         

         
         He ignored the last. “Much what?”

         
         That hand wave again. “Much everything.” She reached into the voluminous fabric of her skirts and extracted a piece of paper,
            consulting it. “Medium height. Medium build.” She looked up, assessing him frankly. “You are neither of those.”
         

         
         She didn’t have to sound disappointed about it. What else was on the paper?

         
         “I did not realize how large you were when we met earlier.”

         
         “Is that what we are calling it? A meeting?”

         
         She tilted her head in consideration. “Have you a better term?”

         
         “An attack.”

         
         Her eyes went wide behind her mask and she came to her feet, revealing a height he had not imagined in the carriage. “I didn’t
            attack you!”
         

         
         She was wrong, of course. Everything about her was an assault, from her lush curves to the brightness of her eyes to the shimmer
            of her gown to the scent of almonds on her—as though she’d just come from a kitchen full of cakes.
         

         
         The woman had felt like an attack from the moment he’d opened his eyes in that carriage and found her there, talking up a
            storm about birthdays and plans and the Year of Hattie.
         

         
         “Hattie.” He hadn’t meant to say it. Definitely hadn’t meant to enjoy saying it.
         

         
         Her eyes went impossibly larger behind the mask. “How did you know my name?” she asked, coming to her feet, panic and outrage
            pouring from her. “I thought this place was the height of discretion?”
         

         
         “What is the Year of Hattie?”

         
         Realization flashed, memory of revealing her name earlier. A pause, and then she said, “Why do you care?”

         
         He wasn’t sure of the answer, so he did not offer it.

         
         She filled the silence, as he was discovering she was wont to do. “I suppose you’re not going to tell me your name? I know
            it’s not Nelson.”
         

         
         “Because I’m too much to be Nelson.”

         
         “Because you do not match my qualifications. You are altogether too broad in the shoulder and too long in the leg and not charming, and certainly not at all affable.”
         

         
         “You’ve made a list of qualifications for a hound, not a fuck.”

         
         She did not take the bait. “And all that before we even consider your face.”
         

         
         What the hell was wrong with his face? In thirty-one years, he’d never had a complaint, and this wild woman was going to change
            that? “My face.”
         

         
         “Quite,” she said, the word coming like a speeding carriage. “I requested a face that wasn’t so . . .”

         
         Whit hung on the pause. Now the woman decided to stop talking?
         

         
         She shook her head and he resisted the urge to curse. “Never mind. The point is, I didn’t request you and I didn’t attack you. I had nothing to do with you turning up unconscious in my carriage. Though, to be honest, you are beginning to strike
            me as the kind of man who might well deserve a whack to the head.”
         

         
         “I don’t believe you were a part of the assault.”

         
         “Good. Because I wasn’t.”

         
         “Who was?”

         
         Beat. “I don’t know.”

         
         Lie.

         
         She was protecting someone. The carriage belonged to someone she trusted, or she wouldn’t have used it to bring her here.
            Father? No. Impossible. Even this madwoman wouldn’t use her father’s coachman to ferry her to a brothel in the middle of Covent Garden.
            Coachmen talked.
         

         
         Lover? For a fleeting moment he considered the possibility that she was not simply working with his enemy, but sleeping with him.
            Whit didn’t like the distaste that came with the idea before reason arrived.
         

         
         No. Not a lover. She wouldn’t be in a brothel if she had a lover. She wouldn’t have kissed Whit if she had a lover.

         
         And she had kissed him, soft and sweet and inexperienced.

         
         There was no lover.

         
         But still, she was loyal to the enemy.

         
         “I think you do know who tied me up in that carriage, Hattie,” he said softly, approaching her, a thrum of awareness coursing
            through him as he realized she was nearly his height, her chest rising and falling in staccato rhythm above the line of her
            dress, the muscles of her throat working as she listened. “And I think you know I intend to have a name.”
         

         
         Her eyes narrowed on him in the dim light. “Is that a threat?” He didn’t reply, and in the silence, she seemed to calm, her
            breath evening out as her shoulders straightened. “I don’t take kindly to threats. This is the second time you have interrupted
            my evening, sir. You would do well to remember that it was I who saved your hide earlier.”
         

         
         The change in her was remarkable. “You nearly killed me.”

         
         She scoffed. “Please. You were perfectly agile. I saw you tumble your way from the carriage like it wasn’t the first time
            you’d been tossed from one.” She paused. “It wasn’t, was it?”
         

         
         “That doesn’t mean I am looking to make a habit of it.”

         
         “The point is, without me, you could be dead in a ditch. A reasonable gentleman would thank me kindly and take himself elsewhere
            at this point.”
         

         
         “You are unlucky, then, that I am not that.”

         
         “Reasonable?”

         
         “A gentleman.”

         
         She gave a little surprised chuckle at that. “Well, as we are currently in a brothel, I think neither of us can claim much
            gentility.”
         

         
         “That wasn’t on your list of qualifications?”

         
         “Oh, it was,” she said, “But I expected more the approximation of gentility rather than the actuality of it. But there’s the
            rub; I have plans, approximations be damned, and I’m not letting you ruin them.”
         

         
         “The plans you spoke of before tossing me out of a carriage.”

         
         “I didn’t toss you.” When he didn’t reply, she said, “All right, I tossed you. But you fared perfectly well.”

         
         “No thanks to you.”

         
         “I don’t have the information you want.”

         
         “I don’t believe you.”

         
         She opened her mouth. Closed it. “How very rude.”

         
         “Take your mask off.”

         
         “No.”

         
         His lips twitched at the unyielding reply. “What is the Year of Hattie?”

         
         She lifted her chin in defiance, but stayed silent. Whit gave a little grunt and moved across the room to the champagne, returning
            to fill her glass. When the task was done, he returned the bottle to its place and leaned back against the windowsill, watching
            her fidget.
         

         
         She was always in motion, smoothing skirts or playing at her sleeve—he drank in the long line of the dress, the way it wrapped
            her unruly curves and made promises that a man wished she would keep. The candlelight teased over her skin, gilding her. This
            was not a woman who took tea. This was a woman who took the sun.
         

         
         She had money, clearly. And power. A woman required both in spades for entry to 72 Shelton—even knowing the place existed
            required a network that did not come easily. There were a thousand reasons why she might wish access, and Whit had heard them
            all. Boredom, dissatisfaction, recklessness. But he couldn’t see any of those in Hattie. She wasn’t an impetuous girl—she
            was old enough to know her mind and to make her choices. Nor was she plain, or a dilettante.
         

         
         He moved toward her. Slowly. Deliberately.

         
         She stiffened. Her grip tightened on the paper in her hand. “I shan’t be intimidated.”

         
         “He stole from me, and I wish it back.”

         
         But that wasn’t everything.

         
         He was close enough to touch her. Close enough to measure the height he’d noticed in her before, nearly equal to his own.
            Close enough to see her eyes, dark behind the mask, fixed on him. Close enough to be cloaked in almonds.
         

         
         “Whatever it is.” She pushed her shoulders back. “I shall see it returned.”

         
         Four shipments. Three outriders with bullets in them. After tonight, Whit’s own throwing knives, which he prized above all
            else. And, if he was right, more than could ever be repaid.
         

         
         He shook his head. “It’s not possible. I require a name.”

         
         She stiffened at the doubt. “I beg your pardon; I do not fail.”

         
         Another man might have found the words amusing. But Whit heard the honesty in them. How was she involved in this mess? He
            couldn’t resist repeating himself. “What is the Year of Hattie?”
         

         
         “If I tell you, will you leave me alone?”

         
         No. He didn’t say it.
         

         
         She took a deep breath in the silence, seeming to consider her options. And then, “It is what it sounds like. It is my year.
            The year I claim for myself.”
         

         
         “How?”

         
         “I’ve a four-point plan to captain my own fate.”

         
         His brows rose. “Four points.”

         
         She lifted a hand, ticking the answers off on her long, gloved fingers. “Business. Home. Fortune. Future.” She paused. “Now,
            if you would tell me what precisely was removed from your possession, I will see it returned, and we can go about our lives
            without bothering one another ever again.”
         

         
         “Business. Home. Fortune. Future.” He tested the plan. “In that order?”

         
         She tilted her head. “Likely.”

         
         “What kind of business?” Whit had money to spare and could aid her in whatever business she wished . . . for the information
            he required.
         

         
         Her gaze narrowed, and she remained silent. She likely had aspirations as a dressmaker or a milliner, both of which would
            buy her a home, but neither of which would earn her a fortune. But wouldn’t this woman be better suited to a future as a wife
            and mother on some country estate?
         

         
         That, and not one of her four points made sense in the context of the Shelton Street brothel. He pointed to the paper clutched
            in her fist. “What were you hoping for from Nelson, investment?”
         

         
         She huffed a little laugh at the question. “Of a sort.”

         
         Whit narrowed his gaze. “What sort?”

         
         “There’s a fifth point,” she said.

         
         A clock chimed in the hallway beyond, loud and low, and Whit extracted his watches without thinking, checking the time on
            both before returning them. “And what is that?”
         

         
         Her gaze followed his movements. “Do you have the time?”

         
         He did not miss the teasing in the question. “Eleven.”

         
         “On both watches?”

         
         “The fifth point?”

         
         A wash of red flashed over her cheeks at the question, and Whit’s curiosity about this strange woman became almost unbearable.
            And then she said, clear as the clock in the hallway beyond, “Body.”
         

         
         When Whit was seventeen, he’d come out of the ring reeling from a bout that had gone too long with an opponent who was too
            big, the roar of the crowd stuck in his ears for the heavy blows he’d endured. He’d landed in the rear alleyway of a warehouse,
            where he’d sucked cold air into his lungs and imagined himself anywhere but there, in a Covent Garden fight club.
         

         
         The door behind him had opened and closed, and a woman had approached, a length of linen in hand. She’d offered to clean the
            blood from his face. Her soft words and kind touch marked the most pleasure he’d ever felt in his life.
         

         
         Until the moment he heard Hattie speak the word body.
         

         
         In the silence that stretched between them, she gave a little nervous laugh. “I suppose it’s more of a first point, considering
            it is essential to the rest of the points.”
         

         
         Body.
         

         
         “Explain.” The word came on a growl.

         
         She appeared to consider the possibility of not explaining, as though he would allow her to leave this place without doing
            so. She must have realized it, because finally, she said, “There are two reasons.”
         

         
         He waited.

         
         “Some women spend their whole lives searching for marriage.”

         
         “And you do not?”

         
         She shook her head. “Perhaps at one point I would have welcomed . . .” She trailed off, and Whit held his breath, waiting
            for her next words. She shrugged a shoulder. “Tomorrow, I am twenty-nine. At this point, I’m a dowry and nothing more.”
         

         
         Whit did not for a moment believe that.

         
         “I don’t wish to be a dowry.” She looked to him. “I do not wish to be commodified. I wish to be mine. To choose for myself.”

         
         “Business. Home. Fortune. Future,” he said.

         
         She smiled, wide and winning, that damn dimple flashing, and he could not resist lingering on those lips, the feel of which
            he keenly remembered from earlier in the evening. They moved again. “There is only one way to ensure that I am allowed to
            choose for myself.” She paused. “I do away with the only thing about me that is prized. I claim myself. And I win.”
         

         
         “And you came here to . . .” He trailed off, knowing the answer. Wanting her to say it.

         
         Wanting to hear it.

         
         That blush again. Then, magnificently, “To take my virginity.”

         
         The words rang in his ears.

         
         And somehow this woman laughed. “Well, I can’t take my own virginity, obviously. It’s more a metaphor. Nelson was to do the deed.”
         

         
         He let silence reign for a moment while he collected a riot of thoughts. “You relieve yourself of your virginity and you become
            free to live your life.”
         

         
         “Precisely!” she said, as though she was delighted that someone understood.

         
         He grunted. “And what’s the second reason?”

         
         The red wash again. Who was this woman, somehow both bold and also blushing? “I suppose—” She stopped. Cleared her throat.
            “I suppose I want it.”
         

         
         Christ.

         
         She could have said a thousand things he would have expected. Things that would have kept him quiet, unmoved. And instead,
            she said something so fucking honest, he had no choice but to be moved.
         

         
         But to move.

         
         He stopped it before it began, holding back his desire, sliding the hand that reached for her into his pocket and extracting
            the paper sack there, fetching a candy from within. He popped the sweet into his mouth, lemon and honey exploding over his
            tongue.
         

         
         Anything to distract him from her words.

         
         I want it.

         
         Hattie squinted at the pouch. “Are those—sweets?”

         
         He looked down at them. Grunted his acknowledgment.

         
         She tilted her head. “You shouldn’t partake in treats if you are not willing to share, you know.”

         
         Another grunt. He extended the sack toward her.

         
         “No, thank you,” she said with a smile.

         
         “Then why ask for one?”

         
         Another grin. “I didn’t ask for one. I asked to be offered one. Which is a different thing altogether.”
         

         
         She was incredibly frustrating. And fascinating. But he didn’t have time to be fascinated by her.

         
         He returned the candy to his pocket, trying to focus on the lemon, a tart, sweet pleasure—one of the few he allowed himself.
            Trying to ignore the fact that it was not lemon he desired in that moment.
         

         
         Trying not to think about almonds.

         
         He required the woman’s knowledge. And that was it. She knew who was attacking his men. Who was stealing his cargo. She could
            confirm the identity of his enemy. And he would do what he must to get her to do just that.
         

         
         “You’re not going to tell me I’m wrong?” she asked.

         
         “Wrong about what?”

         
         “Wrong to want . . .” She trailed off for a moment, and a thread of cold fear went through Whit as he considered the possibility
            that she might say it again. When this woman said it, a man wanted to fill the space between those two minuscule letters with a score of filthy things. “. . . to explore.”
         

         
         Good Christ. That was worse.

         
         “I’m not going to tell you you are wrong.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         He had no idea why he said it. He shouldn’t have said it. He should have left her there in that room and followed her home
            and waited for her to reveal what she knew. For there was no way this woman kept secrets well. She was far too honest. Honest
            enough to be trouble.
         

         
         But he said it nonetheless. “Because you should explore. You should explore every inch of yourself and every inch of your
            pleasure and set your course for your future.” Her lips fell open as he closed the space between them, speaking a longer string
            of words than he’d offered another in an age. In a lifetime.
         

         
         He reached for her. Lifting his hands slowly, letting her see him coming. Giving her time to stop him. When she didn’t, he
            removed her mask, revealing her wide, kohl-darkened eyes. “But you should not hire Nelson.”
         

         
         What was he doing?

         
         It was the only option.

         
         Lie.

         
         She caught the mask in her free hand, lowering it between them. Fiddling with it, her fingers brushing against him. Singeing
            him. “It will be difficult to find another man to assist me without repercussions.”
         

         
         “I assure you it won’t,” he said, leaning in, lowering his voice.

         
         She swallowed. “You intend to find me such a man?”

         
         “No.”

         
         Her brows shot together and he ran his thumb over the furrow there. Once, twice, until it smoothed. He traced the lines of
            her face, the sweep of her cheekbones, the soft curve of her jaw. Her plump lower lip, as soft as he remembered.
         

         
         “I intend to be him.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         As she’d come to 72 Shelton Street with the intention of ruination, Hattie really should have considered the possibility that
            the business of virginity losing might be pleasurable.
         

         
         She’d never thought of it in such a way. Indeed, she’d thought it would be a perfunctory business. A ticking-the-boxes kind
            of business. The kind of business that was a means to an end.
         

         
         But when this man touched her—mysterious and handsome and unsettling and more welcome than she’d like to admit—she was unable
            to think of anything but the means.
         

         
         The very pleasurable means.

         
         Very pleasurable means that took hold of her when he suggested that he be the one to assist her in losing her virginity.

         
         But the combination of his low growl and the slow sweep of his thumb over her lower lip made Hattie think that he might do
            more than that. Think that he might burn her down. Think that she might allow it, incineration be damned.
         

         
         And then it made Hattie think very little but yes.
         

         
         She’d arrived earlier in the night to the promise that she would be met by an exceedingly thorough man who would prove a stellar assistant. But this man, with his amber eyes that saw everything, with his touch that understood everything, with his voice that filled
            her dark, secret corners, was more than an assistant.
         

         
         This man was dominion—the kind that Hattie hadn’t imagined but now couldn’t not imagine.
         

         
         And he was offering to make everything she imagined real.

         
         Yes.
         

         
         He was so close. Impossibly large—large enough to make Hattie feel small—and impossibly handsome—handsome enough to have given
            her pause on another, less heady night—and impossibly warm in the cold room.
         

         
         And impossibly, he was going to kiss her.

         
         Not because she was paying him; because he wanted to.

         
         Impossible.

         
         No one had ever . . .

         
         The slide of his hand into her hair pushed the thought aside before it finished. “You will—”
         

         
         Silence.

         
         “—assist me—”

         
         His fingers tightened.

         
         “—with . . .” He held her hostage with his touch and his silence. He was making her finish the thought, dammit. The sentence.
            What was the thought? “. . . it?”
         

         
         He met the word with a growl, a rumble of sound that she wouldn’t have understood if she weren’t so rapt. If she weren’t so
            eager for it. “All of it.”
         

         
         Her eyes slid closed. How was it that a man could turn so few words into such pleasure? He was surely going to kiss her. That
            was how it began, wasn’t it? But he wasn’t moving. Why wasn’t he moving? He was supposed to move, wasn’t he?
         

         
         She opened her eyes again, finding him there, so close, watching her. Looking at her. Seeing her. When was the last time someone had seen Hattie? She’d spent a lifetime becoming so good at hiding, she’d never be seen.
         

         
         But this man—he saw her.

         
         And she
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