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Chapter One

 


Leeds, Yorkshire

December 28th, 1840

 


“Why won’t you just go away?”
Asher whispered, teeth squeaking from the force of his clenched
jaw.

No one answered. That’s what usually happens
when one talks to oneself, he had found. Twasn’t a socially
acceptable habit, and a fat lot of good it did him anyways. He
should probably stop.

The smokestacks of Leeds on the brightening
horizon outside his room’s window evoked a more visceral reaction
in the Marquess of Blackbourne than most would say was warranted.
It was that time of morning when the sky blushed a surreal cast of
tangerine over the face of all things. The vast majority would
consider it lovely, if one was impressed by the sort of tenacious
urbane beauty to be found in moments like these.

He wasn’t one of them.

“Your attention is woefully
divided of late. Come back to bed,” the blonde woman complained
from atop his bed’s counterpane where she lay in deliberately
tempting dishabille.

His heart beat a panicked tattoo under the
lawn shirt he hadn’t bothered to change from the night before. He
always dreaded this part, knowing he would have to obey her command
eventually.

Asher smiled briefly at her and looked back at
the sharply interrupted sky which both repulsed and kept him
rapt.

It had begun again already, more quickly this
time than last. Geometric shapes within the outlines of buildings
formed in front of his eyes, numbers appearing soon thereafter.
Lines were drawn, and equations melted into one another in
succession. All angles and patterns were laid bare, and he
connected the information into a supposition concerning Leeds’s
geo-industrial development on the East Bank in recent years. This
all occurred in the time it took lightning to complete an arc in
the sky.

After his mind had examined and discarded
those thoughts, it moved on to calculating the speed of the
carriage trundling down the street below, taking into account the
measurements between landmarks, the curve of the street, and time
it took between those measurements. Just for fun, he threw in the
number of times the carriage wheel rotated per second.

He closed his eyes, willing the flashes of
thoughts to stop. Sometimes this worked. This time, it did not.
Tendrils of pain began to worm their way through his head and
dissolve as quadratics danced behind his eyes.

Shame washed through him. He would not let it
win.

A memory seethed to the surface. He had been
nineteen years old the last time it had won.

Upon his parents’ death in a house fire,
solicitors had come to Cambridge for the reading of the will and to
bestow upon him his birthright as their only child. But instead of
being able to concentrate on the words spoken, his mind had raced
behind and ahead, calculating how long it would have taken his
family’s manor home to burn, solicitor’s fees, funeral costs, the
time it took to die from smoke inhalation, staff change pensions,
the temperature of melting skin, estate management records, and a
thousand other things he knew he was now responsible
for.

The pain, sudden and sharp, had pierced his
mind like an arrow. He had cried out and doubled over, clutching
his head and pulling at his hair. Unresponsive to touch or sound,
his mind had trapped him in a place where only agony existed, only
trains of numbers rushing in, pits of hypotheses and cages
comprised of innumerable matrices.

He had been told later that those in the room
thought it might be a reaction to the sudden and terrible news.
However, it soon became clear that it wasn’t grief affecting him,
but something else entirely.

Shocked, the solicitors had called for a
doctor and a mental competency hearing. His mind had been declared
sound but unstable, and so every few months since, eager men in
suits would appear to assess his faculties and suitability in
governing the Marquessate.

He could not afford to ever let it
win.

“Take off your clothes,” he said
to the woman through gritted teeth.

An opera singer, she was. He remembered her
name—he remembered every name he’d ever heard. Yet he didn’t use
it.

“Already done, Lord Blackbourne,”
she informed him in calculated tones.

He turned and opened his eyes, taking in her
form. The equations disappeared, obliterated by simple need. He
went to her swiftly and laid her back on the bed. She squealed in
high-pitched giggles and drew him down. The pain receded as his
hands smoothed over her hips, and he pushed aside any guilt he had
over the use of her body. She didn’t mind, and as long as his head
was filled with her heady perfume and tangled limbs, he welcomed
the oblivion her lust invoked. For now, he only had to tire himself
to exhaustion in her arms to earn a few more hours of blessedly
blank sleep.

And tonight, he would start the search for
another diversion again after he attended his Society’s monthly
lecture series. Maybe a brunette next time, to keep his mind busy
with the novelty. He made sure they never cared, he reminded
himself, sinking into the insensibility of skin and
heat…

****

Ivette stopped to rest in the alleyway. She
put the handles of the cart down and wiped the droplets of sweat
from her brow. Though the night was frigid, she could feel
perspiration trickling down her neck and chest. Her small, wheeled
handcart of porcelain vases seemed to become heavier by the minute,
siphoning the vestiges of her energy more quickly than she could
recover.

It was only a little further to go, however,
so she took a deep breath and mustered her remaining stores of
willpower for the last stretch of the journey to Merchant Fabrice’s
townhome. He would be waiting for this special delivery, hopefully
with a contract soon to follow.

“Chin up, Ivy,” she murmured to
herself. “You are no withering vine.” She snorted at her jest and
then sighed as she grabbed the handles of the cart and began
pushing it once more.

The darkness of the night didn’t frighten her.
It hadn’t for a long time. Despite her slight stature, her
awareness of the city’s underworld and the knife stashed between
her corset strings quelled any concern she might have had about
being accosted in this area.

In fact, it was safer to travel at night in
this case. Pickpockets and traffic were much more likely to disrupt
her cart during the day, and she couldn’t let that
happen.

This was going to be her saving grace. After
almost two years working at a paper mill in the bustling city of
Leeds to survive, she had finally caught her break. When the dye
merchant Fabrice Rouleau had seen a painting of a vase she had
given to the miller’s wife as a wedding gift, he had informed her
that she could make them both wealthy with her talent.

“I have connections to the
manufacturing designers for Josiah Wedgwood and Sons, and they
often contract design work to artists they deemed worthy. I have
represented two other artists to them in the past.”

Ivette’s eyes had grown round as paint pots.
“You truly think I could paint for Wedgwood?”

Fabrice had chuckled. “I assure you, if you
can design a showcase as good as this painting that meets with
approval at Wedgwood, I will offer you a contract. You will be paid
handsomely on a regular basis for your work.”

Ever since, she had been laboring round the
clock after her shifts at the mill to complete designs on the six
large vases that now sat in her rented handcart.

“However,” Fabrice had warned her,
“If the showcase isn’t ready on time, there won’t be another
chance. I cannot waste time or money purchasing more porcelain for
you to work with. I need a business partner,
understand?”

Ivette had smiled. She understood, all right,
and Hell would freeze over before she let this opportunity pass her
by. Nothing else was more important than this showcase.

Pulling the cart down the empty cobblestone
street, she looked at the numbers on the low stone wall passing by.
2224 Corsair Place, 2226 Corsair Place…

Finally. There it was, right on the corner.
2228 Corsair Place. Mr. Fabrice Rouleau lived here while looking in
on his factories.

She would not miss the long days of working
the paper press, pulling the large steam-powered stamps up and down
and up and down, marking the newly mulched paper with the different
stationary designs required for each order. Though she also
designed the expensive stationary watermarks that were now
associated with the Mill’s brand, it was mostly tedious,
sweat-drenched days that often turned into nights.

Yet lately, even when she worked more hours
than anyone else, she didn’t have enough to pay for her
boardinghouse rent or enough food to eat. Rents had been climbing
steadily since other factories for wool, printing, and iron had
been built nearby. Now there were too many people wanting rooms
near the industrial center, and she knew that it wouldn’t be long
before she could not afford to keep her closet-sized room and
communal privy. If something didn’t change, she would be back on
the streets in the middle of winter, a situation she knew from
experience could be fatal.

Her neighbor down the hall, Priscilla, said
she should start accepting late-night customers to make rent as she
did. The young redhead had told her that, with her abundance of
chocolate-colored hair and large blue eyes, men would line up to
take her to bed. But the thought of that made her stomach clench.
It just wasn’t for her. No matter how many times she had to forgo a
meal or steal an item of clothing from the morgue’s refuse bin, she
couldn’t bring herself to do it.

Sometimes, she lied in bed and wished there
was a man there to just hold her. To keep her warm and tell her
that he would make sure everything was all right. The sort of men
that liked to visit Priscilla, however, weren’t the type that
stayed. They never did, no matter how prettily Priscilla spoke to
them and did their bidding.

Besides, she couldn’t allow herself to be
intimate with anyone. Her tainted family blood had eliminated that
possibility before she’d ever had a chance to make the decision for
herself. Who her father was would forever determine her
future.

Tears of relief welled in her eyes. A life of
worrying about keeping a roof over her head would soon be over.
Each vase had taken her many hours, and she knew the work she had
done on them was immaculate. Fabrice would be impressed, she was
sure. She turned to maneuver her cart to the side of the walkway,
and then swiveled backwards to drag the cart up the white steps of
the immense home, anxious to see the man who would ensure her
future.

As she turned to face the gate, a large mass
rammed into her shoulder, shoving her slight body into the cart at
her right and sending it toppling over on its side. As if it took
an hour instead of a second, her breath caught, and she watched as
the contents of the cart crashed to the ground and
shattered.

“No!” she cried, falling to her
knees to examining the shards of pottery. Not one vase had been
left intact. She felt her future slipping away as flakes of snow
already began to scatter over the intricate designs.

“What have you done?” Ivette
sobbed, gathering the broken pieces towards her. Why, she didn’t
know. They were useless now. She looked up to see a tall, elderly
man with a gray beard and glasses standing over her.

“I’m sorry, madam,” He squinted at
her in puzzlement. “Didn’t see you there. Came around the corner
too fast, I think,” the man said, itching his head.

As if speaking too loudly would summon more
doom upon her, she whispered, “You’ve ruined everything. My life.”
She indicated the pieces scattered across the damp cobblestones.
Ivette looked up at the man who had just quite literally broken her
future irreparably.

“I’ll pay for it all, never worry.
Reginald Morganstern pays his debts,” he guaranteed, giving her
shoulder an awkward pat.

She met his eyes and frowned. One bushy
eyebrow was coming off of his face. She narrowed her gaze on his
skin—his remarkably young skin. “Are you—are you wearing a false
beard? And a wig?”

****

Asher’s hands immediately went to his face.
The long gray beard was still intact, as was his matching
wig.

“Erm… No, of course not. That
would be ridiculous.” He chuckled in his best old-man
rasp.

“All right,” she answered. “But I
think you should know your eyebrow is falling off.”

“Wha-?” He reached for his
eyebrows and found she was right. The left one was dangling with no
hope of being put back without more glue. He sighed and took it off
the rest of the way.

In his usual dry tones, he asked, “I don’t
suppose you’ll forget you ever saw me?”

She pursed her lips, looking as if she was
going to cry. “Not likely, seeing as you have ruined my chance of
paying my board and having food to eat and … and,” she waved her
hand in a wide arc, tears beginning to fall. “…and not accepting
night visitors who won’t stay, and I’ll probably be cold forever
now,” she wept, curling into a defeated heap on the walk, one shard
of what looked like white and blue pottery grasped in the palm of
her small hand.

Asher had no idea what she was talking about,
but it was clear he had done something which had grave consequences
for her. However, he couldn’t be caught dawdling out here any
longer. Someone from the British Association for the Advancement of
Science lecture might see him, and that wouldn’t be good at
all.

He had already been questioned about his
background last time, and he had made the mistake of making up a
family, complete with a deceased wife and younger siblings who also
took an interest in science. Now all the patrons wanted him to
bring some of his family to the next soiree, and they wouldn’t be
put off again. He couldn’t afford to have any more mysteries
attached to his name in the Association.

He crouched down next to her and gently took
the piece of pottery from her open hand as she sniffled. “Madam,
you’ll cut yourself if you continue to handle those shards. Will
you come with me to the inn, and we’ll sort all this out?” he
asked, putting a hand on her shoulder.

She flinched, and her eyes grew wide with
panic. “Don’t touch me!”

Ash drew his hand back quickly. “I’m sorry. I
meant no harm, madam. I truly want to help. Tis only right,
wouldn’t you say?”

She paused, and he could see she was weighing
her options. In the end, her entire being seemed to let go of some
invisible string holding it up, and she shrugged dejectedly, which
he figured was as good a response as he was likely to get. He put
his hands around her slim shoulders and pulled her up, escorting
her to his carriage, which was parked only a few dozen yards away.
She kept her head down, not seeming to care where she was
going.

He positioned himself across from her in the
carriage, wondering what he was going to do with her. He couldn’t
tell much about her from her appearance. Her face was obscured by a
mass of tangled hair, and the rest of her was wrapped in a
nondescript cloak that had seen better days. No sounds emitted from
her now, no movements, as if she’d decided to decline to
participate in reacting to the debacle now that it was
done.

His stomach churned with guilt as he eyed her
huddled form. Asher knew he could easily repay whatever the pottery
had cost, and they had looked to be high quality. Being a Marquess
with a well-endowed set of estates had its advantages, and one was
the luxury of not worrying about paltry sums that might have
crippled another man. Offering her a comparable amount should
suffice to satisfy her apparent desolation and send her on her way
to whatever she had planned.

When they reached the inn, he shuffled her out
of the coach and straight up the back stairs to his room, not
wanting to embarrass her by having any locals note her presence in
his company. Women tended to be put into a certain category after
they were seen with a man at an inn, and he didn’t want to further
destroy her plans, whatever they may be. She didn’t protest,
letting him push her along docilely till they were safely in the
privacy of his rooms and the door locked behind them.

He sighed, watching her still, silent form
stand in the center of the sitting area. It was one large room that
included a bed on one end and a divan, two chairs, and an already
blazing fireplace on the other. The best available, he’d been
assured. Still, she looked dwarfed by the surroundings, small as
she was.

He realized then that he didn’t know her age,
her marital status, not even her name. Tugging the wig from his
head and running a hand through his dark gold locks, he blew out a
stream of air. Time to resolve this matter and get back to
business.

He came up behind her and put a hand gently on
her shoulder, directing her to a chair near the fire. “Please sit,
madam. Would you like me to send for some tea?” He tried to get a
look at her face through the matted strings of hair, but couldn’t
discern anything telling of her features other than that she had
them.

She shook her head, keeping her face
downturned.

“I would like to see to your
comfort while we figure this out, as a gentleman,” he
insisted.

“None of that matters now,” she
said quietly, hands curled in her lap.

He cocked his head. “You must care a little
bit to risk coming with a stranger to a private room. You aren’t
afraid of me?”

She did not look up, but spoke to her knees.
“No. I long ago learned what sort of man I have need to fear. You
aren’t him.”

Interesting.

“Plus,” she added flatly, “If you
do try anything, you’ll learn quickly I am as skilled with a blade
as you are with your silver tongue.”

He raised his brows. Now
that was even more
interesting.

He wasn’t used to women responding this way
towards him. It might have something to do with the fact that he’d
supposedly ruined her life, and he looked like a deranged old man
at the moment.

Taking the other chair, he carefully peeled
off his false beard and remaining eyebrow, setting the
accoutrements on the round table betwixt them. Asher rubbed his
jawline, making sure no vestiges of glue remained. His outdated
jacket came off next, and then his padded waistcoat, freedom from
the suffocating clothing causing him to sigh in relief as he draped
them over the arm of the chair.

The woman’s sharp intake of breath made him
glance up.

Ah, yes. There was the reaction he
usually evoked in the fairer sex. Awareness.

In his disguise, he could be Reginald
Morganstern, free from the trappings of his rank, reputation,
responsibilities, the ability to use his mind in ways he could
never show to his peers…

But as himself, there was always
this.

Except, this time, it was he who couldn’t look
away. Her hair was still covering most of her face, but one and a
half vivid blue eyes were riveted on him, wide open and surrounded
by dark sable lashes that swept down once she realized she was
staring. He couldn’t help the primitive reaction of looking into
eyes that had more blue depths and shades than his own, which he
understood without conceit had considerable draw.

The cacophony of noise in his head quieted for
the first time in what felt like years. No numbers, no equations,
no diagrams whirled in frenzied loops. Just an ever-changing blue
that enveloped and took up all of his concentration.

She recovered quickly. “Who are
you?”

He quirked the corner of his lips into a
smile. “Why, it’s me, Reginald Morganstern,” he said gruffly,
adopting his alter ego’s voice.

“Never heard of him.”

He chuckled, mentally calculating the odds of
this turning out in his favor. They weren’t good.

Even knowing it was unwise, he felt a keen
desire to tell her. He had never told anyone this, and yet, for
reasons he couldn’t fathom, he wanted to tell this woman with the
blue eyes the truth. Mayhap it was precisely because they didn’t
know each other, and they were unlikely to ever meet again. She
clearly didn’t have contact with anyone in his social circles, so
the danger might be somewhat mitigated.

Clearing his throat, he sealed his fate.
“Perhaps you’ve heard of my better-known title—the Marquess of
Blackbourne?”

****

Ivette saw him studying her reaction as her
eyes widened, and she leaned back in the wing-backed chair. “Sweet
Lord Almighty.”

“No, just a Marquess,” he
corrected wryly.

His now clean-shaven face was devastating.
Strong and defined as his bone structure appeared, there was a
sense of mischief that lit his angular features. His real hair, now
that she could see it, was dark gold with a distinct wave to its
texture, and his skin glowed with a golden warmth as well, though
it was the dead of winter. The paunch around his middle was gone to
reveal an impressively fit physique, clearly born out of regular
intense physical exertion. Dressed as he was now in only a white
shirt and loose black pants that had matched his ratty old man’s
coat, the lines of his lithe, muscular body were all too clear. No
wonder he went about town with a gray beard. If he didn’t, he’d
leave a trail of swooned women in his wake.

She gulped. What had she gotten herself into?
All she had wanted was to make a better life for herself. And when
that had gone awry, she hadn’t known what to do. All of her work,
gone. The merchant wouldn’t care about seeing fragments and dust
and excuses. Up until the moment she had seen his face, she had
been numb, putting one foot in front of the other, not clear what
she was supposed to do. She had been almost glad to let him whisk
her away in a cushioned carriage and offer to repay her. But
now…

“I haven’t… I mean, I should go,”
Ivette said, rising. “I don’t belong here.”

He caught her by the sleeve of her cloak and
rose to tower above her. Now that she was aware of his true
appearance, his height just seemed unfair.

“Wait.” He looked into her eyes
and slid his hand down to embrace hers. “I meant what I said. I
would like to compensate you for the contents of your
cart.”

She could barely think straight with him being
so close. Such men weren’t even meant to be looked upon by women
like her. She decided honesty was the fastest way to leave this
place. “You can’t. Second chances cannot be paid for
sometimes.”

“You’d be surprised what money can
buy. All sorts of things that aren’t normally for sale,” he told
her, raising a brow.

Ivette’s heart sputtered. What he suggesting
what she thought he was suggesting? She took her hand from his and
backed away. “I’m not that kind of woman,” she said
firmly.

“What? No, no, you misunderstand,”
he stepped closer. “I wasn’t … goodness, you must really think me a
cad, don’t you? I suppose I did knock over your cart and give you a
false name, but I can promise that all I want to do is help you.”
He held out his hands.

She was suspicious by nature, but Ivette
really didn’t know what to make of him. He was a Marquess, for
heaven’s sake. She’d never even been within a hundred feet of an
aristocrat in all her adult life, much less held hands and spoken
to one in their private chambers. What did a man like this want
with helping her? He couldn’t feel that burdened by her plight,
could he?

“If you are indeed genuine, then I
appreciate your offer. However, I wouldn’t be able to tell you the
value of the vases even if I wanted to, my lord. I’m afraid I don’t
know.”

He smiled, and Ivette’s knees about gave out.
She was out of her depth with this man.

“That’s no matter. I’ve already
figured it out,” he said matter-of-factly.

“How could you have possibly done
so? You don’t even know what sort of vases they were or how many
they numbered.” She didn’t mean to sound disrespectful, but her
tone was incredulous.

He smirked. “Simple calculation of the average
size of the shards, reassembled in appropriate geometric patterns,
and the area of the cart, coupled with the knowledge of how much
such vases are worth, according to my estate records, and …
approximately four thousand, one hundred and twenty one pounds. But
I thought I’d add on a hundred pounds for all the trouble I’ve put
you through tonight.” After he’d finished, he blinked and then
suddenly blushed, as though he’d admitted to stealing pastries from
the bakery counter. “Or something like that,” he mumbled, waving
his hand to indicate the inconsequentiality of his previous
statement.

Ivette stared, her mouth hanging open. Just
what sort of man was this? He was turning red over computing sums
in his head. How strange. But the biggest question she had was,
“Are you offering me four thousand pounds?”

He shrugged. “Yes.”

Ivette sat down on the divan and put her hand
to her chest to calm her heart. “Four thousand pounds,” she
breathed, not quite ready to believe it. With four thousand pounds,
she could open her own gallery. With four thousand pounds, she
would never have to worry about boarding costs or food or clothes
again. This could not be real.

“But I must ask for something in
return,” the Marquess said, sitting down next to her.

Here it came. Ivette stiffened, steeling
herself to make the decision that Priscilla had made years ago—her
pride or her survival.

She looked straight ahead, not wanting to be
affected by the way his cheekbones sloped down to disappear into a
chiseled jaw that looked like it was carved from marble. His scent,
a subtle blend of tangy pine and amber, wrapped around her senses.
She supposed there were certainly worse men to have to give up
one’s morals for.

She heard him take a deep breath. “I must ask
that you never tell anyone that Reginald Morganstern and I are the
same man.”

Ivette’s dark brows drew together, and she
shook her head. “That’s it?” She turned toward him, unsettled by
how near he was.

He frowned in confusion. “Yes, that’s it. I
can’t be having it bandied about that the Marquess of Blackbourne
roams England as a batty old mathematician when it suits
him.”

“And why, precisely, would you do
such a thing to begin with?” She was genuinely curious. Men such as
he had no need to sneak about town as someone else. They could do
whatever they wanted and people leapt to accommodate
them.

Blackbourne shifted and looked away, rubbing
his palms on his thighs. “It’s complicated.”

“I gathered.” She raised her own
brow.

He seemed to like her expression because he
smiled a wide, white-toothed grin that caused funny little swoops
in her stomach. He dodged the question, leaning back and crossing
his arms behind his head, seemingly perfectly at ease again. “I’d
rather know about you instead, Miss…?”

Her heart ticked faster. Knowledge was power
to this man, and she didn’t want to give him any more over her than
necessary, although there was a part of her that thought it might
be nice to unburden herself to him. “I don’t see what that has to
do with anything.”

“Well, for one thing, I can’t even
address you as it is. And for another, how am I supposed to direct
my solicitors to draft you a bank note if I don’t know who you are
or what address to have it delivered to?”

This was all becoming too real. He was
speaking of actually drafting her a bank note!

Her stomach twisted in guilt. There was no way
Merchant Fabrice would have given her even a fraction of that
amount for her designs. The vases hadn’t been actual Wedgewoods to
begin with. She wasn’t sure what the right thing to do was, but she
would never know if her life could be different if she didn’t take
what was offered.

Still, there were other considerations. Her
identity was tricky in itself. She supposed she did have to give
him her name, though doing so would surely change his relaxed
attitude towards her. She swallowed, looked straight ahead, and
prepared for his censure. “Ivette. My name is Ivette Wollard of the
Brandsby Wollards.”

The Marquess paused, taking it in. He was
silent for a long while, and then said solemnly, “A pleasure, Miss
Wollard.”

Ivette released the breath she was holding and
looked to where he sat in repose. “You don’t want to rescind your
offer? I wouldn’t blame you if you did,” she said
quietly.

He considered this. “Did you, as a small
child, help plan your father’s deeds, Miss Wollard?”

A strange lump welled in her throat. “No,” she
whispered.

“Then I think it would be rather
obtuse to blame a person’s offspring for someone’s actions, don’t
you?”

A tear escaped, which she swiftly wiped away,
hoping he wouldn’t notice. “You would be surprised at what people
will blame a person for,” she echoed his earlier
statement.

“They are fools,” Blackbourne
declared, coming forward to take the edges of her hood and draw it
back.

Suppressing a gasp, she met his blue eyes,
which were several shades lighter than her own. Touching her hair,
she cringed, knowing her appearance did not fit into his world of
perfumed and powdered ladies who had maids to brush and twist their
hair into beautiful creations. She knew what he saw—matted hair, a
dirty face streaked with sweat, and a second-hand cloak that hid
any shape beneath. She could barely afford to use soap once every
few weeks, she and Priscilla sharing a heated basin of water
purchased from the boarding house proprietor when they had extra
money.

“Do you want to know what I see?”
he asked in a low voice, pinning her with his gaze.

There was no denying she was firmly under his
spell as she answered, “What?”

“I see a young woman who has
probably been snubbed, mistreated, and rejected by the very people
who should have taken care of her when such a thing
happens.”

She looked down, conflicted by his words. At
first, she had thought the same thing. When her father had been
arrested and taken to London to be sentenced, not one person of her
acquaintance or extended family had offered to take
fourteen-year-old Ivette in, and that was especially true of anyone
on her deceased mother’s side. Not one person had offered food or
even scraps to get her by. The local vicar had offered prayers for
her soul, but naught else. When she had tried to become employed at
the local shops earning any sort of money, no one would let her in
the door.

Without resources, she had soon made the
decision to sell the run-down cottage left to her and move to the
city, hoping her name would not be the deterrent it was in the
village. After many months and failures, depleting her meager funds
and being told she could not afford to be associated with, the
paper miller had overhead her pleading for a position at a
seamstress shop, and took pity on her. Ever since, she had worked
as hard as possible at the mill, knowing she might never be able to
find work elsewhere.

Now, at age twenty-one, she understood
reality. Her blood was tainted with evil and decent folk couldn’t
be expected to treat her with kindness or respect knowing the same
madness might one day manifest itself in her. She was a danger to
everyone around her, an unpredictable powder keg whose fuse might
or might not be lit.

It was why she would never have a family of
her own. She couldn’t risk others being in harm’s way if she did
contain the essence of her father’s violent desires inside her. No
one would be in danger from her if she didn’t let them close
enough.

Ivette’s mouth twisted. “You can say it, you
know. I’m the daughter of a murderer. It’s not just “such a thing.”
It’s horrific. Believe me, I am reminded of it often
enough.”

A small indentation appeared on his forehead.
“I just think of it as meeting a celebrity of sorts,” he said
jovially.

She shook her head. “No, please don’t say that
either. There are people who write letters of admiration to him,
letters describing unthinkable things…” She constantly tried to
wash away the words she had read, scrubbing her mind clean of the
contents of those missives, but the disgusting images painted by
their words persisted.

“I am not an admirer,” he assured
her, covering her hand with his. “I just want to make it clear that
I, for one, do not hold you accountable for someone else’s
crimes.”

The warm pressure of his hand on hers was
almost too much. No one had touched her in any manner in so long
that the sensation felt forbidden. His touch burned with a heat
that had nothing to do with warmth.

She slid her hand from beneath his and tucked
it into the folds of her cloak. “I am not deserving of your esteem,
my lord,” she said honestly. She had never done anything for anyone
else whilst trying to survive and hadn’t gone to Sunday services
since the vicar had told her she was unclean. She lived next to a
prostitute and rarely bathed, much less used the arts of ladyship
she had been taught by her tutor growing up.

He studied her, his eyes roaming her features.
He couldn’t possibly see anything of worth, yet somehow, a tiny
part of her had burst into hope at his earlier words. She both
wanted him to see something in her that was deserving and wanted to
shrink away back into the darkness in which she had existed for so
long.

Finally, his face bore the barest hint of a
smile, as if he’d reached a satisfactory conclusion. “Whoever did
something to you to make you believe that you aren’t someone of
worth should be wiped clean from the slate of humanity and never
allowed to speak such blasphemies again,” he said softly. Then his
tone changed, and he said briskly, “I only hope that, from now on,
you will begin to see yourself differently. It’s clear that your
situation is not ideal for a woman of your standing. Your father
was a Squire, was he not? I remember reading about his history in
the papers.” He leapt from the couch and began to pace in front of
the fireplace, the light from behind him outlining his broad
shoulders and slim waist.

“Er … yes,” she replied,
struggling to keep up with his logic and not notice his form
through the white starched shirt he wore.

“And so you were raised to be a
lady, I assume?”

“I was, until…” she trailed
off.

“Yes, yes, of course,” he waved
her unspoken statement aside, still pacing.

“You’ll need a bath,” he said
absently.

“Excuse me?” she squeaked,
shrinking into the cushions of the divan.

“And a wardrobe. Everything,
really, if we’re to pull this off.”

Ivette’s heart pounded. “What are you talking
about?”

Blackbourne stopped pacing and faced her,
looking like a fallen angel rimmed in the light of the fire. “I’ve
decided something, Miss Wollard. You don’t need four thousand
pounds.”

She blinked. This wasn’t good. “I
don’t?”

“No. What you need is a job,” he
declared proudly.

“I have one of those,” she
informed him, feeling her pride pricked. She crossed her arms, eyes
narrowed.

“I’m sure you do. However … how do
I put this delicately?” he ruminated, scratching his chin. “Your
current state of dress and hygiene suggest that your employment
situation is not meeting your needs. So I suggest an
alternative.”

“I was on my way to an alternative
when you knocked my cart over,” she reminded him acerbically. The
nerve of the man! As if she couldn’t provide for herself. As if she
didn’t know her situation wasn’t “ideal.” It must be nice being a
Marquess whose every aspect of life was ideal.

“My apologies. You were selling
the vases, I take it?” He didn’t wait for a response, continuing
his manic speed of spewing words. “Were they family heirlooms? And
if they were, why haven’t you sold them off long before now? I
can’t see you having stolen them, to be honest, but one never
knows. The fact that you were transporting them at night is a bit
suspicious, but also reasonable if you stop to consider the rate of
crime in what surely has to be a poor neighborhood at your point of
origin. Leeds hasn’t been very proactive in protecting their
citizens of late, according to the annual reports published by the
Home Office. At this juncture, whether they were stolen or not
doesn’t really signify because they’re gone, so it follows that
your anticipated income is gone as well, leaving you in dire need
of assistance. Hence, my alternative.”

Ivette quickly shut her mouth, which had been
hanging slack as his train of thought bore out. This man was either
mad or brilliant. Perhaps both.

“So what do you say?” he spread
his arms wide. “Would you like to go on an adventure, Miss
Wollard?”

****

Asher might have come on a bit too quickly. It
was odd. He never behaved like this, speaking as fast as his mind
worked and proposing ridiculous schemes to women he barely knew.
But there was something about this one… Something that made his
chest burgeon with a sort of giddy freedom.

She already knew his biggest secret. Well,
maybe not all of it, but he’d never had anyone with whom he could
share things like this. He could be both Morganstern and
Blackbourne at once—minus the beard, of course. It was a risk, he
knew that, but he was inordinately glad that the choice had already
been made. She had seen through his disguise immediately, and he
couldn’t have just left her there with her cart of broken pottery.
Now that she knew his identity, he could only hope she didn’t
blackmail him at some point in the future. However, he intended to
pay her handsomely for her time in the scheme he’d been developing
in the last several minutes, so he trusted she wouldn’t need
to.

“Miss Wollard?” he repeated after
a moment of stunned silence in which Ivette Wollard merely stared
at him with saucer-like pools of blue.

She shook herself and pursed her lips. “I
think I’d rather have the four thousand pounds, please,” she
stated.

He came towards her and knelt beside the arm
of the divan. “No, no, no, Miss Wollard. If you agree to
participate in this endeavor, you would earn much more than that
over time.”

She threw her hands up, sending particles of
filth into the recesses of the divan. “I don’t even know what this
endeavor is! Your mind is a spinning wheel of death. Do you know
that?”

“You have no idea,” he admitted
gravely. “But I shall tell you that the plan involves pretty
dresses, balls, and all the hot baths you want.” He winked for good
measure—the wink always softened them up.

Her eyes narrowed. “You are awfully sure I
need a bath, aren’t you?” she spat.

Asher froze. He wasn’t used to this level of
scrutiny or resistance. Was she one of those women who didn’t like
men? He supposed it was understandable that she wouldn’t trust his
gender, given who her father was. But he knew she was affected by
him from the shaking of her hands to the blush that flamed beneath
the layer of grime on her face. “Not at all,” he recovered, knowing
there was most definitely a wrong answer to that question. “I just
know that women like baths and doing their hair and such,” he
shrugged.

“I’ll bet you do,” she said
airily, tipping up her nose.

This was going to be more difficult than he
thought. And things were rarely that.

A strange euphoria came over him. He had
encountered women who needed more persuasion to come to his bed
than usual, and it was always a relief. His concentration on them
sharpened, and his calculations switched from formulas to human
chemistry—the science of seduction. The challenge plucked him from
the mire of ever-present numbers and words marching across his
mind’s eye and let him live for the moment with other
people.

He wasn’t trying to land Ivette in his bed,
but her defiance struck the same chord in him. This called for some
unique tactics. Money seemed to be the most persuasive factor in
her decision-making thus far. As far as her demeanor, she was an
interesting dichotomy of timidity and pluck, so he calculated that
playing to her insecurities might just work.

“Miss Wollard, I know that few
people have given you the benefit of the doubt, and that it has
been hard to hold your head high in light of what people think. Yet
the benefit of the doubt and the opportunity to waltz through a
ballroom on a cloud of diamonds far above anyone’s reproach is
precisely what I want to give you.”

Ivette’s eyes lit up at the picture he
painted. Her haughty posture left her, and she slumped down on the
cushion. “I don’t understand. In what circumstance could I possibly
do those things?”

He smiled. “Let me explain,” he started,
clearing his throat. He rose from his perch near the arm of the
sofa and sat in the chair she had recently occupied. “I need a
sister. More accurately, Sir Reginald Morganstern needs a
sister.”

Ivette’s face scrunched. “That doesn’t explain
anything.”

He cleared his throat. “I am a member of the
British Association for the Advancement of Science.”

“That’s nice,” she commented,
patting him on the knee the way one would reassure a child they
weren’t in trouble.

“However, I must only be known in
those circles as Sir Reginald Morganstern. And Reginald Morganstern
might have let slip that he has a sister who is a naturalist, so
now my colleagues want to meet her. In fact, it was made clear that
my standing is now dependent on whether I can recruit the first
female member if she is qualified.”

“And you want me to pose as your
sister at these functions?” she asked with raised brows.

“Exactly!” Now she was getting
it.

She laughed, a rather beguiling sound, if he
was honest. No mere engineered chuckle for Ivette, but a
full-bodied bubbling of pitches that made him want to make her do
it over and over until she was breathless with it.

Only, she was laughing at his proposal just
now, which confused him. He had reasoned that his offer would be
both advantageous and pleasant for her. What did she have to lose,
exactly? What was holding her back?

“That is the most ridiculous thing
I’ve ever heard,” she stated baldly.

“I don’t see how,” he replied,
folding his arms sullenly. He really never had this much trouble
convincing women to go along with his whims.

“I can’t pretend to be your
sister! Or a scientist!” she declared. “It would be … it would be…”
She gestured, making swirls through the air with her small hands
trying to find the words.

“It would be great fun,” he
interjected, leaning forward. “All I’m asking is that you dress
nicely, mingle at a few social gatherings, and attend a few
lectures. You barely have to do anything except eat, drink, dance,
and nod.”

“Sounds terrible,” she
spouted.

He continued. “And I will give you fifty
pounds for each event you attend with me.”

Asher watched as she narrowed her eyes,
calculating.

“I would, of course, also offer
you lodgings, staff, and a wardrobe as needed. And you would earn
over five hundred pounds a year if you attend the monthly lecture
series and the occasional social engagement.” He waited expectantly
for her to catch up.

“I know what it amounts to,” she
said defiantly, her nose in the air again, but Asher
grinned.

He had her now. He could sense it. It was the
same feeling he got when a woman was about to leave with him for
the night after he had expended energy persuading her to do
so.

Asher shoved those thoughts away. This woman
was not for tupping, challenging blue eyes or not. It wasn’t as
though he was attracted to her anyways. She was more like a lost
puppy—one that might prove useful as an employee. Not as a dog, of
course. He pictured her on all fours, wagging a non-existent tail,
his mind beginning to calculate how her small proportions might
translate into a canine bone structure. Asher shook his head. That
image wasn’t helping anything.

“Do you know you get this far-off
look sometimes like your thoughts exist in another realm
altogether?” Ivette said softly, her eyes on his face.

Asher’s eyes snapped back to hers, and he
stared. She was eerily perceptive, although he figured she wouldn’t
have appreciated the comparison he had just been thinking of. Then
he grinned, partly because of the puppy image, and partly to throw
her off of her train of thought. His smile tended to do that to
people. “I was just thinking of the piles of money you’d have if
you agreed,” he said with a wistful look. He added a sigh for
effect. This had been a proven tactic in the past as a final ploy,
but it usually went something like, “I was just thinking of all the
fun you’d have sharing my bed tonight…” And then the sigh. Worked
every time.

What he wasn’t prepared for was Ivette’s
non-plussed response of, “You might be just a little bit
insane.”

“Excuse me?” His perfected
beatific expression disappeared. His heart raced, her accusation
dredging up the part of him that was always on guard against such
perceptions.

She sat rigidly straight on the sofa, her
hands folded neatly in her lap as if to keep them from giving her
emotions away. “Isn’t there someone—anyone—else that you could hire
to do something of this nature? An actress, perhaps? Why me?”
Suspicion seemed to be this woman’s primary
functionality.

Asher sighed, for real this time. He slumped
back into the chair. “I might be … shall we say, well-known to the
actresses of London. To be truthful, I hadn’t had time to think
through the possibilities before you were thrown into my path quite
literally.”

“Imagine that. You, not thinking
quickly enough.” There was humor in the slant of her lips, which he
just now realized were quite full.

She had caught him off-guard again. He
couldn’t help the upturn of his lips in response. “Believe it or
not, I don’t always think before I speak,” he admitted. “I hadn’t
anticipated my colleagues in the Association taking such an
interest in meeting my fictional sister. Could have something to do
with the fact that there aren’t any women currently admitted into
the society. I don’t think some of those men have spoken to a woman
in decades.”

She didn’t seem fazed or insulted by his
revelations. “So you want to throw me to the wolves while you
prance about doing whatever it is you do at these things in order
for no suspicion to arise about your identity?”

Asher shifted in his seat, her lack of
prevarication making him uneasy. “Not in so many words, but yes.
Hopefully for a long time, if we can manage it.”

She nodded slowly. “And what if I choose to
take my four thousand pounds now and leave?”

He looked her in the eyes. “Then I will honor
what I said, and draft a note to my solicitors here and now.” He
waited, praying she wouldn’t choose that option. For some
inexplicable reason he didn’t care to examine at the moment, he
wanted her near him. He wanted to see what she would say or do
next, since it was never what he expected.

As he watched her muddied face, he could
almost see the cogs of her mind working to come to a decision. She
seemed to be truly struggling, though with what factors she was
assessing the situation, he couldn’t fathom. Ivette Wollard was an
assessor, that much he knew. She was sharp, and she was
interesting. Perhaps her mind didn’t work as his did, but it was a
rare person who made him work to keep up with their cognitive
processes. When she let out a breath of finality, he drew in one
and held it, waiting for her to speak.

“If we are to do this, we must
have some rules, Lord Blackbourne,” she announced
decisively.

He exhaled, trying not to show his relief. “Of
course, Miss Wollard,” he agreed readily, keeping his facial
muscles stiff to hold back a grin.

She held up a hand and began to tick off
requirements. “I would like to be paid in pound notes once a month,
I require at least two acceptable dresses and pairs of shoes, and
my lodgings must have at least a slipper tub that I am allowed to
use regularly.” She looked at him wide-eyed after this recitation,
as if she knew she had gone too far and was now expecting to be
booted from the premises.

Asher bit his lip harder to stave off an
uncontrollable smile, thinking of the expression on her face when
she realized he would be gladly providing far more than her meager
list of demands. By the time he was done with her, she would feel
like a princess, if he had anything to say about it.

“Done.


Chapter Two

 


Somewhere in Southeast
England

December
28th,
1840

 


The straps were all wrong.

Claymore unhooked the leather harness from the
back of the wooden board. He punched an additional hole in the neck
strap and reattached it further up.

This project has taken him months to design
and build himself. Thanks to the brilliant minds of medieval
torturers, there had been a plethora of ideas and more primitive
designs from which to base his device.

The platform was plain enough, just a wall of
wooden boards attached to a heavy base, like an upside down T. But
the modifications were what made it a striking piece for its
intended purpose. Straps of deep brown leather protruded from
several places on the wall, one for each foot spread shoulder width
apart, and one for the wrists high above, designed like the
“Come-along” cuffs Scotland Yard sometimes used. The hands were
chained and the “T” bolt turned until the chains were tightened
sufficiently to the size of the wrists.

Really, that was the concept of the entire
device as the neck strap also operated in a similar manner. The
neck cuff came from below where the wrists would be and was
connected to a round hand crank that, when twisted, drew the
leather straps through the chair and tightened the circumference of
the cuff. He had made sure that the metal crank came around to the
front of the chair so he could operate it while watching his
subject. There was no point if he couldn’t watch.

Pulling at the buckle completing the circle of
leather, he smiled.

Perfect.

His breath quickened picturing someone secured
to the wall. Man or woman would do, but it was always a woman when
he imagined it. The gasping sounds she would make, the look of
panic in her eyes as she realized her lungs could not draw in
air…

Claymore shivered, enjoying the rush of energy
flowing through him. He turned away from it to stay the temptation
to delve further into the fantasy. He would enjoy it
later.

Of course, this was all for a higher purpose.
The pursuit of death was a calling that only a select few were
capable of fulfilling. If he could observe life leaving the body,
then that energy could be mastered. Life and death could be
harnessed—given or taken away. All was within his grasp with the
proper study.

His pleasure in taking life was a gift in
order to bear out his mission. Ever since he had begun to indulge
the idea of others’ deaths, he had begun to realize that he was no
ordinary man. He must obey his true calling.

It was time to share his accomplishment with
his predecessor. The man who now unjustly sat behind bars for
carrying out the art of death would be pleased to know of his
progress. He sat at the small escritoire in the corner of his shop
and began to write.

Dear Mr. Wollard…

****

Ivette felt like a pack mule.

A very confused, overwhelmed pack mule who
must have taken a wrong turn somewhere. Lord Blackbourne had left
her in the entry hall carrying all of her belongings (which, to be
fair, only consisted of a single battered valise) of what had to be
the largest home she’d ever set foot in. Her father having been a
Squire, they had been invited to various events at surrounding
homes of the local gentry, but nothing as grand as this.

Gleaming oak paneling met the eye everywhere
one looked, and crystals shone from chandeliers throughout the
space. Polished columns lined the entry, and a marble bust of what
was clearly Lord Blackbourne himself graced an alcove to her left,
the artist managing to capture his perpetual look of mischief with
a quirk of the lips.

Her mind was a bit fuzzy since she had slept
almost the entire way from Leeds to London, spending hours staring
out at the passing countryside between naps, waking to change
horses, and use the necessary at various stops. Lord Blackbourne
had ridden beside the carriage most of the journey, taking a turn
sleeping on the bench on the other side of the carriage for a few
hours during the night. She had tried not to think about the fact
that she was sleeping in a carriage with a peer of the realm as her
stomach was already easily upset at coach travel.

When they had finally arrived in London,
Blackbourne had woken
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